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ABSTRACT
This study is an exploration of the social and emotional competence of first-year
teachers with particular attention directed to how these five core competencies influence
the way new teachers navigate tension and exercise agency. Tension is embedded into the
fabric of a teacher’s first year. New to the field and still learning the complex art of how
to teach, novice teachers must navigate an unfamiliar context without a complete
understanding of the potential threats to their well-being. The study explores tension
experienced by first-year teachers and their social and emotional competence through
classroom observations, interviews, and weekly voice memos with the methodological
approach of educational connoisseurship and criticism. The experiences of the four
participants in the study are described in detail and shared through a series of vignettes,
which highlight prominent tensions experienced by the first-year teachers and show how
their social and emotional competencies operationalize in the classroom. The relevant
findings in this study are disseminated through six themes categorized under teacherstudent relationships, classroom atmosphere, and decision making. Ultimately, the study
invites a reconsideration of how prospective teachers are prepared through teacher
education programs and what type of support is provided for teachers during their first
year in the profession.
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CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND, RATIONALE, SIGNIFICANCE
“I have come to the frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element. It is my
personal approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. I
possess tremendous power to make life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or
an instrument of inspiration, I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations, it is
my response that decides whether a crisis is escalated or de-escalated, and a person is
humanized or de-humanized. If we treat people as they are, we make them worse. If we
treat people as they ought to be, we help them become what they are
capable of becoming.”
Dr. Haim Ginott
Teacher and Child: A Book for Parents and Teachers (1972)
Introduction
I believe teaching is a human endeavor. Teachers cultivate and maintain
relationships with their students, and these bonds are critical to facilitating their students’
growth and development. Through these relationships, teachers attend to the social and
emotional needs of their students, while also monitoring their own emotions. Beyond a
teacher’s content knowledge and toolbox of best practices, a teacher’s effectiveness
depends on their ability to care for and empower their students. As Klassen, Perry, and
Frenzel (2012) state, “Teaching is a unique occupation in its emphasis on establishing
long-term meaningful connections with the ‘clients’ of the work environment (i.e.,
1

students) at a depth that may not be found in other professions” (p. 151). Teachers work
in emotionally intense environments where they must make hundreds of important microdecisions every day. Each of these decisions has the potential to influence how teachers
connect with their students. Such a demanding climate, which is laden with
unpredictability, invites tension where teachers must rely on resources to successfully
reduce stress. Given that this is the nature of their work, teachers’ well-being plays a
critical role in both their effectiveness and student outcomes.
In such a demanding environment, teaches are likely to encounter tension, which
is defined in this study as mental or emotional worries related to a teacher’s work. When
facing tension, job resources (e.g., administrator support, organizational climate, etc.)
personal resources (e.g., individual characteristics, social and emotional competence,
etc.) play an important role in how teachers appraise and navigate tension. Teaching
consistently ranks as one of the most stressful occupations (Gallup, 2014). Teachers are
susceptible to high levels of occupational stress (e.g., Chang, 2009; Hakanen et al., 2006;
Kokkinos, 2007; Maslach, 1999; Pillay et al., 2005), which creates increased emotional
demands leading to exhaustion, decreased job satisfaction, mental health problems, and
ultimately leaving the profession. Those teachers whose well-being is compromised can
negatively influence classroom learning, individual student well-being, and the overall
educational system (Chan, 2006). Personal resources such as social and emotional
competence play an important role in how teachers appraise the tension and demands
embedded in their work.

2

I believe the teaching profession faces a growing crisis. As the demands on
teachers increase, there remains a failure to acknowledge the significant threat to
teachers’ well-being. According to a recent national survey, nearly half of K-12 teachers
(46%) report experiencing high daily stress during the school year (Gallup, 2014). The
2017 Educator Quality of Work Life Survey (2017) confirms these findings, as they found
58% of teachers described their mental health as “not good” for at least seven of the past
thirty days. This startling trend has led to burned out teachers in the classroom and a
flood of teachers leaving the profession. From 1988 to 2008, annual teacher attrition rose
by 41 percent, and now nearly a third of teachers leave the profession within the first
three years of their careers (Headden, 2014). The high attrition rate in the profession has
created a “greening” of the profession, where the most common teacher has one year of
experience (Ingersoll, 2012). This is in stark contrast to the profession 30 years ago,
when the typical public school teacher had 15 years of experience (Ingersoll & Merill,
2012).
First-year teachers - which refer to educators teaching for the first time after
graduating from a teacher preparation program - are particularly vulnerable to the stress
associated with teaching. The first year of teaching is often characterized as a struggle for
survival, deemed as a year where new teachers either “sink or swim.” Best-selling books,
such as Julia G. Thompson’s (2018) The First-Year Teacher’s Survival Guide, even
propagate such a perspective. Sam Intrator (2006), a professor and the chair of the
Education and Child Study Program at Smith College, describes a teacher’s first year in
the classroom as “especially intense, conflicting, dynamic, and fragile” (p. 234). In
3

contrast to most other professions, new teachers have as much responsibility as their
colleagues. Given these circumstances, it is not surprising that many novice teachers
describe their first year as “exhausting, emotionally and intellectually challenging, and
sometimes even threatening to the self, producing contradictory feelings of fear and
hope” (Bullough, 2009, p. 39). The toll these demands exact from new teachers often
leads to their decision to leave the profession. Borman and Dowling (2008) cite stress,
inadequate supports, and difficult working conditions as the primary reason beginning
teachers leave the profession.
I believe the early years of a teacher’s career, particularly the first year, include a
period of growth where they are still learning the craft of teaching. As novice teachers
transition into the profession, usually from a teacher preparation program, they face a
steep learning curve. Experts believe it takes a new teacher at least five years to master
their craft (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). As teachers begin their careers, it is likely they will
encounter tension (Flores & Day, 2006; Meyer, 2009). These challenges may be a
conduit to improvement or debilitating to a first-year teacher, much depends on how they
respond to the challenges. An inability to navigate tension or an unwillingness to confront
it, may be deleterious to a teacher’s well-being, and, in some cases, precipitate a path
towards burnout.
This study focuses on social emotional competence, a personal resource, which
may be used to navigate tension. Social and emotional competence (SEC), as defined by
five core competencies, describes the broad outcomes of social emotional learning
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Broadly defined, social emotional learning (SEL)
4

involves the processes through which individuals acquire and apply the knowledge,
attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage their emotions, feel and show
empathy for others, develop and maintain positive relationships, make responsible
decisions, and establish and achieve positive goals (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). Based
on this definition, there exists a reciprocal relationship between SEL and well-being. The
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), a prominent
organization in the SEL field, describes five competencies through which adults and
children develop SEC: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship
skills, and responsible decision-making (Weisberg et al., 2015).
Rationale for the Study
The research on teacher well-being has emerged at a slow pace in comparison to
studies focused on student well-being. The interest in teacher well-being has grown;
however, as the demands placed on teachers have increased and the teacher attrition rates
continue to outpace other professions. Despite the increased attention, the research in this
field contains several gaps. Those gaps necessitate studies like this one to build a more
comprehensive understanding of teacher’s wellness needs.
A review of the relevant literature has identified three important reasons for this
study. First, the research on teacher well-being is dominated by studies investigating the
school context (e.g., administrative support, professional development opportunities,
induction programs, etc.) and pays little attention to teachers’ personal resources (e.g.,
individual characteristics, social and emotional competence). Second, there is a dearth of
research dedicated to teachers’ social and emotional competencies and their role in
5

teacher well-being. Finally, teacher well-being plays a critical role in student success, yet
we lack a nuanced understanding of teacher well-being.
Dearth of Research on Teachers’ Personal Resources
The emergent evidence base on teachers’ well-being suggests it is shaped by a
complex interplay of contextual factors on the one hand, and individual teacher
characteristics on the other (Cladinin et al., 2015). While researchers acknowledge the
importance of both contextual factors and internal resources, the research on teacher
well-being has primarily been focused on environmental factors (Hobson & Maxwell,
2017; Meyer, 2009). This is despite growing evidence that shows a teacher’s appraisal of
their resources and demands plays a larger role in their stress response as compared to the
environmental demands (O’Donnell et al., 2008). Given the importance of a teacher’s
personal resources in how they respond to and appraise tension, it is important to deepen
our understanding of teacher well-being by studying personal resources such as social
and emotional competencies.
Dearth of Research on Teachers’ Social and Emotional Competence
The research in the field of SEL has been focused almost exclusively on students.
The attention has led to thousands of schools, both within and outside of the United
States, implementing SEL programs (Humphrey, 2013; Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013)
and many U.S. state departments of education incorporating specific SEL skills at each
grade level (Dusenbery et al., 2015). Noticeably less present in the research is a robust
discussion of teachers’ SEL. While there are programs dedicated to helping teachers
manage their stress (eg., CARE & SMART), we still do not have adequate empirical
6

evidence of teachers’ social and emotional competence during classroom instruction.
This gap diminishes the importance of teacher well-being and necessitates more attention
from the educational research community.
Teacher Well-being is Important to Understanding Student Success
Research has demonstrated how teachers are critical to how well students perform
academically as well as the connection students feel to school. Studies consistently
document the pivotal role teachers play in student success (e.g., Corbett & Wilson, 2002;
Hanushek et al., 2004; Johnson et al., 2012). In particular, social and emotional skills are
important because teacher emotions are highly relevant to how instructional processes
impact student outcomes (Keller et al., 2014). Studies indicate teachers’ SEC influences
students in three different ways: the quality of teacher-student relationships (TSR),
classroom management, and teachers modeling of social and emotional skills for
students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Despite the importance of teacher wellness, the
evidence base on teacher well-being is underdeveloped and undertheorized, and there is a
particular dearth of empirical research relating to the well-being of new teachers
(Bricheno et al., 2009). Given how important teacher well-being is for student socialemotional and academic outcomes, this study helps fill an important gap in the literature.
Significance of the Study
This study provides a new lens through which to see and understand new teachers.
By prioritizing their well-being and how novice teacher perceive their classroom
experiences, the study provides a critical shift away from the way in which first-year
teachers have typically been viewed. For too long the use of working conditions has
7

dictated the narrative of novice teacher well-being. In doing so, the attention on external
factors has inhibited how we support and attend to the well-being of novice teachers. As a
result, a monolithic view of the difficulties most neophytes experience in the profession
endure has emerged. This study delves into the nuances of the well-being of first-year
teachers (also referred to as new or novice teachers) and hopefully contributes to a more
robust conversation about how schools can support teachers during their first year.
The study may also provide a valuable contribution to research related to teacher
education programs. Teacher education programs play a critical role in determining how
novice teachers navigate the challenges they encounter at the start of their careers.
Michalec and Newburgh (2018) argue there is “little room in many teacher education
programs for building resiliency, courage, and the capacity to weather through the
emotional challenges of an early career teacher” (p. 151). The emphasis in teacher
education programs remains predominantly on pedagogical skills and content knowledge
(Darling-Hammond, 2016). A 50-state review of the required curriculum in teacherpreparation programs found that few university teacher education programs require
teacher candidates to hone their relationship skills; be able to identify their feelings,
strengths, and weaknesses; control and appropriately express their emotions; or manage
stress (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). This review also found, after reviewing state teacher
certification requirements, that only ten states address four of the five social and
emotional competencies and 36 states had requirements that addressed one, two, or three
of the competencies (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). My study highlights areas where
teacher education programs can provide more support and education for preservice
8

teachers’ SEC development and subsequently improve the effectiveness of first-year
teachers.
The study also bears significance for school administrators. The first year of
teaching is frequently viewed as a warmup year where a new teacher primary goal is to
just “survive”. This sentiment can allow administrators to easily brush aside the early
signs of burnout. In some cases, administrators may miss evidence of distress and
emotional exhaustion in first-year teachers. New teachers are likely to encounter
challenges; therefore, a more nuanced understanding of how adversity is navigated by
novice teachers is critical for administrators.
Extensive research has shown the importance of a teacher’s first year. For
example, a teacher’s initial performance is a meaningful predictor of future performance
– far more so than commonly used measures like academic credentials or pathways into
the profession (Attebery et al., 2013). The first several years of teaching are especially
definitive: research suggests that foundational experiences in the field have lasting effects
on teachers’ subsequent satisfaction, feelings of success with students, commitment, and
retention (Doney, 2013; Goddard & Foster, 2001; Hoy & Spero, 2005; Rust, 1994).
Through this study, the nuances of first-year teachers are brought to light and how they
navigate tension is contextualized. By presenting empirical evidence related to the
challenges encountered by novice teachers and how they respond to these challenges, this
study can help administrators see neophytes through a more informed lens.
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Research Questions
Three questions will guide this study:
1) How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers
influence how they navigate the tensions they experience during the
process of learning to teach?
2) How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers
operationalize in the classroom through instructional practices?
3) How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers
influence their agency within the context of their teaching practice?
The first question, and the primary question in the study, addresses how first year
teachers navigate tension. The question specifically attends to how their social and
emotional competencies, one of their personal resources, influences the way first-year
teachers deal with tension. For example, new teachers may seek to avoid tension,
confront it, or attempt to suppress it. The second question complements the first question
by showing how the social and emotional competencies are operationalized in the
classroom. This question speaks to the practical component of the study. The indicators
of the five different social and emotional competencies allow me to articulate when these
competencies are apparent during classroom instruction. Finally, the last question focuses
on whether first-year teachers believe they can act purposefully to dictate their
effectiveness as teachers. The study seeks to answer how social and emotional
competencies influence teachers’ perception of their ability to act in a purposeful manner
in pursuit of their goals.
10

Overview of the Methodology
Educational Connoisseurship & Criticism
Educational criticism and connoisseurship (hereafter also referred to as
educational criticism), is an arts-based educational research method that “demands that
the inquirer attend to the subtleties and nuances of educational materials, settings, and
events” (Barone & Eisner, 1997, p. 80). A qualitative research method, educational
criticism takes its inspiration from the arts and humanities and investigates reality as it is
experienced, rather than as it is deduced through experimentation. Its aim is to improve
educational environments by illuminating and evaluating its salient features. The
educational critic takes what has been privately comprehended through connoisseurship,
which is the art of appreciation, and makes it public through the four dimensions of
educational criticism: description, interpretation, evaluation, and thematics.
Selection of Participants
All of the participants in the study attended the same university teacher education
preparation program. As of this writing I am a university supervisor at the institution;
therefore, I am familiar with the program’s structure, expectations, and curriculum.
Students enrolled in the program earn a Master’s Degree in Curriculum & Instruction
after completing a year of classes and student teaching. Completion of the program, and
its requirements, also makes them eligible to apply for a teaching license.
I began my search for participants by contacting first-year teachers I had
supervised the previous year. As they are no longer affiliated with the university as
students, I knew there would not be a conflict of interest. Additionally, I felt there would
11

be a natural rapport and foundation of trust already formed between us. Two of the
participants (e.g., Amaya and Bray) fit this description. The other two participants (e.g.,
Cole and Natalie) were suggested to me by another supervisor who felt they would be
interested in participating in the study. I had also previously met Natalie when were
classmates in a course at the university. All participants were emailed an overview of the
study as well as a copy of the informed consent document before they agreed to
participate in the study.
Data Collection & Analysis
To answer my research questions, three different data collection methods were
used. First, I interviewed the participants at three different points during the study: before
the start of the school year, after one of my classroom observations, and at the end of the
school year. Each interview was semi-structured and ranged from twenty minutes to one
hour. The three different interviews provided me with an insight into my participants’
feelings before they started the year, in the midst of a typical school day, and at the end of
their first year of teaching. The interviews completed during the year and at the end of
year provided me with an opportunity to ask pertinent questions related to my classroom
observations and their voice memos.
I also spent time observing each of my participants. I observed each participant
teach at least five class periods. I typically arrived before the start of class and remained
after the class period had ended; therefore, I was able to observe each participant in
between classes as well. I used an observation template to record notes about how each

12

participant instructed their students, interacted with students, and displayed social and
emotional competencies.
Finally, I collected weekly voice memos recorded by each of my participants. At
the outset of the study, I emailed the participants a list of prompts to help guide them in
their recordings. These prompts were intentionally broad in nature (see Appendix B) to
allow the participants freedom to discuss what they perceived to be most relevant, yet it
provided talking points to help steer the participants to the pertinent questions addressed
in the study. Approximately once every three weeks I emailed the participants an optional
prompt (see Appendix C). These optional prompts were framed as questions and more
specific in nature as compared to the initial list of prompts.
Dissertation Overview
My dissertation study seeks to humanize first-year teachers and contextualize
their classroom experiences. In doing so, it acknowledges that teaching and learning are
“personal and emotional” as much as they are “cognitive and rational” (Hollingsworth et
al., 1993, p. 6). The initial year of teaching has been described as “especially intense” and
“conflicting” as well as numerous other terms that signify the difficulty and complexity
of a teacher’s first year. Frequently, as mentioned previously, new teachers are
encouraged just to survive. This, while a well-intentioned sentiment, generalizes and
diminishes the uniqueness of a teacher’s first year. By presenting the experiences of four
novice teachers, the study deconstructs the prevalent monolithic conceptualization of
first-year teachers.

13

Chapter Two provides a background on social and emotional learning, places it
within the broader field of teacher well-being, and explores the way in which well-being
has been studied by the educational research community. Chapter Three explains the
methodology used in the study, my background, and participant selection. Chapter Four
includes the description, interpretation, and evaluation of the classroom experiences of
four first-year teachers by filtering their experiences through the primary tension they
encountered in their first year. Finally, Chapter Five responds to the research questions,
draws out themes based on the participants’ experiences, and provides the implications
and limitations of the study.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
In Chapter Two, I outline a synthesis of the relevant research to provide
a foundation for the research study. The literature review begins with a discussion of
social and emotional competencies (SECs), which are the outcomes of social and
emotional learning (SEL). I then move to an overview of teacher well-being, which
includes important studies in this field. I also discuss threats to teacher well-being,
namely tension, stress, and burnout. In my discussion of threats to teacher well-being, I
include studies specific to first-year and early career teachers. Finally, I include a
discussion of first-year teachers and overview of teacher agency.
Social and Emotional Competencies
A growing body of research associates social and emotional competence with
teacher well-being (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Collie et al., 2017). When teachers
experience mastery over social and emotional challenges, teaching becomes more
enjoyable; subsequently, teachers feel more effective (Goddard et al., 2004). Social and
emotional competence (SEC), which is demonstrated through the five different core
social and emotional competencies, plays a central role in determining how teachers
undertake their work and the nature of their social interactions at work (Collie et al.,
2012; Klusman et al., 2008). Mansfield and her colleagues (2016) cite SEC as a critical
personal resource when teachers are faced with challenging circumstances. To date, most
15

of the research in this field has been dedicated to students, which show SECs facilitate
students’ academic performance, positive social behaviors, reduce behavior problems and
psychological distress, and help to prepare young people to succeed in college, work,
family, and society (Elias, 2014; Jones & Kahn, 2017).
SECs are understood to be the outcomes of social and emotional learning (SEL),
which developed from the related narrower construct of emotional intelligence (Jennings
& Greenberg, 2009). SEL can be broadly understood as the processes through which
adults and children acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills
necessary to manage their emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show
empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, make responsible
decisions, and handle challenging situations effectively (Schonert-Reichl, 2017;
Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). Social and emotional development comprises specific
skills that people need in order to set goals, manage behavior, build relationships, and
process and remember information (The Aspen Institute Education & Society Program,
2018). Recognizing the importance of social and emotional skills, the Collaborative of
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), the leading research and advocacy
group in the field, developed five interrelated core social and emotional competencies
(SECs): self-management, self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills and
responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2019). These competencies encompass three
domains: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and cognitive.
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The Evolution of Social and Emotional Learning
The origins of SEL stem from the broader construct of social intelligence and
eventually the narrower construct of emotional intelligence. Edward Thorndike (1920), a
psychologist, first introduced social intelligence as both the ability to understand and
manage people and to act wisely in human relations. In 1983, development psychologist
Howard Gardner extended Thorndike’s work through the introduction of his theory of
multiple intelligences. Gardner (1983) expanded the view of human intellect to include
seven different intelligences: musical-rhythmic, visual-spatial, verbal-linguistic, logicalmathematical, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. Through his broader theory of
intelligences, he divided social intelligence (or personal intelligence) into interpersonal
and intrapersonal.
While Gardner’s theory expanded the view of intelligences, it only vaguely
addressed emotions. Salovey and Mayer (1990), influenced by Gardner’s work, mapped a
way to link intelligence to emotions and coined the term emotional intelligence. They
defined it as the “ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to
discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s own thinking and
actions” (p. 189). Emotional intelligence moved beyond academia to a broader audience
through the mass appeal of Daniel Goleman’s (1995) book, Emotional Intelligence: Why
it can matter more than IQ. Hoffman (2009) notes how the book helped spark an interest
in emotional intelligence in contexts such as corporations and schools. Goleman’s work
spurred a broader interest in the construct, which led to divergent interpretations of
emotional intelligence. In a critical review of emotional intelligence and education,
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Humphrey and his colleagues (2007) found little agreement as to how emotional
competencies are understood and defined.
The introduction of SEL and SEC as an integrated framework (see Figure 1)
closely coincided - although through no direct relationship - with the publication of
Goleman’s (1995) Emotional Intelligence. In 1994, a group of educators, researchers, and
child advocates met to discuss strategies to enhance students’ social-emotional
competence, academic performance, health, and citizenship (Weissberg et al., 2015). The
Fetzer Group introduced the term “social and emotional learning” as a conceptual
framework to promote the social, emotional, and academic competence of young people
and to coordinate school-family-community cooperation to address those educational
goals (Elias et al., 1997). Meeting attendees also launched the Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), as an organization devoted to
establishing evidenced-based SEL as an essential part of PreK-12 education (Weissberg
et al., 2015).
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Figure 1: CASEL’s integrated framework of SEL & SEC (CASEL, 2017).
A Description of the Five Social and Emotional Competencies
As illustrated in the previous section, social and emotional competence pulls from
a variety of previously developed concepts to create an integrated framework. This
integrated framework, developed by CASEL, provides a lens through which to view
teacher well-being. Based on this framework (see Figure 1), Jennings and Greenberg
(2009) developed one of the first models to consider SEC and SEL. Through their
prosocial classroom mediational model (see Figure 2), they established teacher SEC and
well-being as an organizational framework that can be examined in relation to student
and classroom outcomes. In the model, teachers’ SEC and well-being are shown to have a
reciprocal relationship with four important classroom-level factors: teacher-student
relationships, classroom management, SEL implementation, and the classroom climate
(Collie, 2017; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Through the model and relevant research,
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Jennings and Greenberg (2009) established that teachers who are higher in SEC and wellbeing (e.g., high psychological well-being and satisfaction with work, low stress and
burnout) are more likely to be responsive to students’ needs, effectively guide and
manage student behavior, model desired social and emotional behavior, and promote a
safe and supportive classroom environment.

Figure 2: Prosocial Classroom Model (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
The prosocial classroom model demonstrates the role of social and emotional
competencies in facilitating positive student outcomes. While there are many different
ways of articulating SEC, the five competencies developed by CASEL have received
significant attention in the field of education (Collie, 2017). The five competencies are
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible
decision-making (CASEL, 2013). Critical to an understanding of SEC is to recognize that
it is context dependent. According to Jennings and Greenberg (2009), an “individual may
function in a high level in one context but need training and/or experience to adapt to
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another” (p. 496). Pertinent to this study, I emphasize literature that discusses SEC in the
context of teaching. Next, I provide a brief explanation of the competencies and how each
one manifests itself through teacher behavior by highlighting relevant literature.
Self-Awareness
Self-awareness involves the “ability to accurately recognize one’s own emotions,
thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior” (CASEL, 2019). Through selfawareness, teachers maintain a realistic understanding of their capabilities and possess a
sound sense of self-efficacy and optimism. In the classroom, this may be most evident by
teachers’ awareness of the knowledge, skills, and abilities that they may have or need to
develop, their sense of efficacy of their work, and their positive mindset about their own
and students’ abilities (Collie, 2017).
To date, researchers have not yet studied teachers’ self-awareness as described
above; however, a significant body of research has been devoted to the importance of
self-efficacy for teachers’ functioning at work (e.g., Collie et al., 2012; Holzberger,
Phillip, & Kunter, 2013; Klassen & Chiu, 2011). Albert Bandura (1997), who is
responsible for its introduction, defines self-efficacy as the “belief in one’s capabilities to
organize and execute the course of action required to produce given attainments” (p. 3).
He explains that when teachers with high self-efficacy are faced with classroom stress,
they direct their efforts at resolving problems, whereas teachers with lower self-efficacy
display avoidant behavior. A study of U.S elementary and middle school teachers by
Ryan and her colleagues (2015) found that teachers' self-efficacy for managing peer
relations is significantly associated with their teaching quality. Researchers have also
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demonstrated that teachers who exhibit a high self-efficacy have greater job satisfaction,
lower burnout, fewer symptoms of illness, and greater work commitment (Collie et al.,
2012; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Wang et al., 2015).
Teachers’ dispositions have also been addressed in the literature. For example,
Schussler, Stooksberry, and Bercaw (2010) studied 35 preservice teachers in the United
States. After analyzing the participants’ open-ended journal responses, they found few
teaching candidates possessed the self-knowledge to identify their assumptions and
evaluate how these assumptions influenced their teaching decisions. Candidates with the
greatest capacity to unpack their assumptions, and who therefore possessed the highest
self-awareness of their dispositions, demonstrated (a) a propensity for questioning the
how and why of their thinking and actions, (b) a balance between focusing on students
and the self, and (c) an adoption of multiple perspectives.
Self-Management
The second competency is self-management, which refers to the “ability to
successfully regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in different situations…”
(CASEL, 2019). This includes self-motivation, effectively managing stress, and setting
adaptive goals (Weisberg et al., 2015). Self-management is demonstrated when teachers
regulate their emotions in healthy ways to facilitate positive classroom outcomes without
compromising their health (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). In the classroom, selfmanagement manifests itself through adaptability, managing stress, setting clear and
effective goals, and enthusiasm and engagement in work (Collie, 2017).
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A bulk of the research related to self-management has been in teachers’ selfregulation (also referred to as emotional regulation). For example, Klusmann and her
colleagues (2008) examined occupational self-regulation, which they define as the
balance between investing and conserving resources at work. They found teachers who
effectively regulated their emotions tended to have higher job satisfaction, greater wellbeing, and were rated by students as being more effective in their instruction. It should be
noted, however, other research has demonstrated how emotional regulation strategies like
suppressing, faking, or hiding of true emotions has led to greater overall burnout (Carson
& Templin, 2007).
Adaptability has also been identified by researchers as a critical component of
effective instruction and important for teacher well-being (Danielson, 2011; Vaughn et
al., 2016). Adaptability has been defined as a specific type of self-regulation where a
teacher can adjust her thoughts, behaviors, and emotions in response to changing or
uncertain demands (Collie, 2017). Collie and Martin (2016) examined adaptability among
Australian teachers. In their study, they found teachers experienced greater well-being
when they were effectively able to adapt their thinking, actions, and emotions.
Social Awareness
Social awareness, which is the first of two interpersonal competencies, is
characterized as the “ability to take the perspective of and empathize with others,
including those from diverse backgrounds and cultures” (CASEL, 2019). Teachers who
possess social awareness are able to recognize and understand the emotions of others
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). This competency is visible in the classroom through a
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teacher’s efforts to acknowledge and empathize with the perspectives of their students,
show respect for students, and demonstrate a knowledge of social norms and cultural
sensitivity (Collie, 2017).
Research related to this competency has addressed different components of social
awareness. For example, the research of Perry and colleagues (2015), which related to
alternative education, demonstrated the importance of perspective-taking, compassion,
and knowledge of social norms and resources for teachers working with at-risk youth.
Research has also included studies specific to interpersonal mindfulness. Domitrovich
and colleagues (2016) found that when teachers reported higher levels of interpersonal
mindfulness, they reported greater self-efficacy for classroom management, lower
burnout, and greater self-efficacy for teaching SEL.
Recent research also suggests empathy is an important skill and foundational for
teachers to effectively care for their students (Swan & Riley, 2015). A recent study found
teachers who adopted an empathic mindset were less likely to suspend their students.
Okonofua, Pauneska, and Walton (2016), conducted a study where they tested whether
teachers (n = 39) could be encouraged to adopt an empathic rather than a punitive
mindset about discipline. The second part of the two-part study tested whether an
empathic response to misbehavior would sustain students’ (n = 302) respect for teachers
and motivation to behave well in class. The results showed the students of teachers who
participated in the empathic-mindset training (as compared to a control group) were half
as likely to be suspended that school year—at a rate of 4.8 percent rather than 9.6
percent—regardless of race, gender, or previous suspensions. Also, two months into the
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training, students who had been suspended before—who normally felt less respected by
teachers than other students—ended up feeling just as respected when their teachers had
undergone the training.
Relationship Skills
Relationship skills, which is the fourth competency, is defined as the “ability to
establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships with diverse individuals and
groups” (CASEL, 2019). By virtue of this competency, teachers build strong and
supportive relationships through mutual understanding and cooperation, which helps
facilitate effective conflict resolution (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). In the classroom,
this competency manifests itself through teachers’ abilities to communicate effectively,
interact in caring and constructive ways with students, and listening and offering support
to students as needed (Collie, 2017).
Research related to relationship skills has been dedicated to examining teachers’
relationships with students and colleagues. Researchers have shown the significance of
high-quality teacher-student relationships for teachers’ well-being and motivation (Curby
et al., 2013; Friedman, 2006; Klassen et al., 2012). High-quality teacher-student
relationships have also been shown to have positive impacts on students’ academic
motivation, engagement, achievement, and positive adjustment (Collie et al., 2016; Klem
& Connell, 2004; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Opdennakker et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2013).
Teachers’ relationships with colleagues and school administrators also play important
roles with respect to teachers’ well-being, motivation, and effective instruction (Ronfeldt
et al., 2015; Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014).
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Responsible decision-making
Responsible decision-making, the final SEC, refers to the “ability to make
constructive choices about personal behavior and social interactions based on ethical
standards, safety concerns, and social norms” (CASEL, 2019). In the classroom, this is
demonstrated through making responsible decisions using pedagogy that is respectful to
students and takes into consideration the well-being of the teacher, students, and
colleagues. This competency is often most visible through the strategies that teachers
employ to make effective decisions in their classrooms and the provision of support for
students, which may (or may not) reflect responsible and supportive teaching decisions
(Collie, 2017).
Research has shown how expert teachers tend to be more effective at decision
making. For example, expert teachers spend significantly more time establishing
classroom norms and routines than beginning teachers (Emmer & Stough, 2004).
Researchers have also shown the types of decision-making approaches used by teachers,
proactive versus reactive, impact teachers’ and students’ outcomes differently. CluniesRoss, Little, and Kienhuis (2008) studied the management strategies of 97 primary school
teachers in Melbourne, Australia. Through classroom observations and self-report
questionnaires, they found the use of reactive classroom management strategies predicted
four dimensions of teacher stress: workload, student misbehavior, time/resource
difficulties, and poor colleague relationship stress.
In regard to teachers’ provision of support, autonomy supportive teaching and
controlling teaching are two different approaches through which teachers can offer
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support to students. Autonomy supportive teaching, which comes from self-determination
theory, involves teaching in ways that empower students (Deci & Ryan, 2012). In
contrast, controlling teaching includes pressuring students into thinking and behaving in
certain ways (De Meyer et al., 2014). Research has shown that autonomy supportive
teaching predicts a more self-determined motivation among students, while controlling
teaching is predictive of the opposite (Haerens et al., 2015).
Summary of Social and Emotional Competencies
As noted in the discussion above, parts of each competency have been addressed
in the research. Far less evident in the research, at least to teachers, is literature
addressing the five social and emotional competencies as an integrated framework. The
most significant example I found was a research study conducted by Jennings and her
colleagues (2017) to address the impact of CARE for teachers (Cultivating Awareness
and Resilience in Education), a mindfulness intervention program designed to promote
teachers’ social and emotional competence. Their data, collected via teacher self-report
questionnaires, showed CARE for Teachers to be an effective professional development
program for promoting teachers’ social and emotional competence. Compared with
teachers in the control group, at the end of one school year intervention teachers showed
higher levels of adaptive emotion regulation and mindfulness and lower levels of
psychological distress and time urgency. While other studies have tested the effectiveness
of intervention programs for teachers, this is the only study I found to specifically address
SEC.
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Introduction to Teacher Well-Being
As mentioned previously in this chapter, social and emotional competence is
associated with teacher well-being. Well-being is a widely used term that can be used in a
variety of contexts, contributing to broad and varied attempts to define well-being. While
the research on well-being has grown in the past two decades, defining well-being still
remains largely unresolved (Dodge et al., 2012). Most definitions tend to equate wellbeing with either happiness or reaching one’s potential. Within psychology, research
often categorizes well-being as primarily influenced by the individual. In those cases, the
definition focuses on the innate desire to reach one’s full potential (Ryan & Deci, 2002).
This study focuses specifically on human well-being in a teaching context.
In the literature, teacher well-being is often described through a deficit
perspective – specifically, how stress influences teachers and their decision to stay or
leave the profession (Roffey, 2012). In this research tradition, successful teachers are
characterized as experiencing low stress, showing no symptoms of burnout, and reporting
high job satisfaction (Kyriacou, 2001; Maslach & Leiter, 1999). This line of research has
only recently been challenged, primarily by those who identify with the positive
psychology movement.
Teacher well-being continues to be frequently discussed in terms of whether it is
supported or inhibited. For example, Acton and Glasgow (2015) describe teacher wellbeing as being “supported (or constrained) by contextual factors which enable teachers to
realize their purpose and goals in teaching, provide realistic and manageable work
demands that allow for autonomy, and which, value, respect, and celebrate teachers’
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professional expertise and work practice” (p. 102). Other definitions focus on
occupational well-being, which, for example, frame well-being as the “positive
evaluation of various aspects of one’s job, including affective, motivational, behavioral,
cognitive, and psychosomatic dimensions” (Van Horn et al., 2004, p. 366). As these
definitions have attempted to accurately depict teachers, they have still primarily been
guided by traditional psychology.
In contrast to traditional psychology, which tends to focus on dysfunction and
distress, positive psychology concentrates on an individual’s positives and strengths.
Using this lens, well-being is not just the absence of stress, but it is a series of positive
states, traits, and ways of being that lead to a person thriving and flourishing in their
environment (Mercer et al., 2016). The founder of positive psychology, Martin Seligman
(2011), believes there are a set of building blocks for a flourishing life: Positive Emotion,
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment or PERMA.
This study aligns itself with positive psychologists such as Seligman who
subscribe to focusing on how individuals thrive while acknowledging there are threats
such to one’s well-being. Based on this view of well-being, the study uses a definition of
teacher well-being, which is influenced by positive psychology. Hobson and Maxwell
(2017) define teacher well-being as “a positive emotional state in which positive affect
and satisfaction associated with the experience of teaching and being a teacher outweigh
negative affect and dissatisfaction” (p. 171). They emphasize that their definition is
holistic and multi-dimensional to incorporate both positive and negative affect.
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This study shines a light on teacher’s well-being and echoes the sentiments of
educational activists such as bell hooks and Parker Palmer. A staunch advocate of
engaged pedagogy, hooks (1994) believed “teachers must be actively committed to a
process of self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they are to teach in a
manner that empowers students” (p. 15). Palmer (2007), an educator and the author of
The Courage of Teach, lauds the importance of the “inner landscape of a teacher’s life”
(p. 15). Palmer emphasizes the importance of well-being and its influence on a teacher’s
ability to reach their students.
Teaching, like any truly human activity, emerges from one’s inwardness, for
better or worse. As I teach, I project the condition of my soul onto my students,
my subject, and our way of being together. The entanglements I experience in the
classroom are often no more or less than the convolutions of my inner life.
Viewed from this angle, teaching holds a mirror to the soul. If I am willing to look
in that mirror, and not run from what I see, I have a chance to gain selfknowledge-and knowing myself is as crucial to good teaching as knowing my
students and my subject. (p.15)
Viewed in this light, teacher’s well-being cannot be considered separated from a
teacher’s effectiveness.
Measuring Teacher Well-being
Before I discuss teacher well-being in greater depth, I want to address the way
researchers have measured well-being. This is not meant to be a comprehensive list;
however, it does demonstrate different methodological tools used by researchers. One
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approach has been to obtain data related to teachers’ feelings of burnout. The Maslach
Burnout Inventory (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996) is a self-report questionnaire,
which measures the three dimensions of burnout: emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and reduced feelings of accomplishment. A teacher-specific version
assesses how frequently teachers experience feelings of burnout through a 22-item
questionnaire (Reinke et al., 2013).
Other common assessments include the Work Satisfaction Scale of Job Diagnostic
Survey (Hackman & Oldham, 1974), which measures a teacher’s feelings of job
satisfaction through a self-report questionnaire. To measure engagement and resilience,
the Occupational Stress and Coping Inventory (Schaarschmidt et al., 1999) is frequently
used. Finally, the Teacher Sense of Self-Efficacy Scale (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk
Hoy, 2001) is a 24-item questionnaire, which efficacy for instructional strategies, efficacy
for classroom behavior management, and efficacy for student engagement.
A new measure, recently piloted by Renshaw, Long, and Cook (2015), assesses a
teacher’s well-being through an 8-item self-report questionnaire. The Teacher Subjective
Well-being Questionnaire (TSWQ) is designed to be used in conjunction with
performance-based well-being measures such as direct observations of classroom climate
(Renshaw et al., 2015).
Contextualizing Teacher Well-being
The research on teacher well-being suggests that it is shaped by a complex
interplay of environmental or contextual factors on the one hand, and individual teacher
characteristics on the other (Hobson & Maxwell, 2017). Most of the attention in the
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literature is focused on environmental and workplace-specific factors, where studies
suggest that teacher well-being is most influenced by student behavior (Howard &
Johnson, 2004; Split et al., 2012), workload or pressure of work (Aeltermann et al.,
2007), the extent to which teachers enjoy autonomy or control over their work (Bricheno
et al., 2009; Cenkseven-Onder & Sari, 2009) and the extent to which they experience
positive, collegial relationships and support from colleagues and principals (Aeltermann
et al., 2007; Zhu et al., 2011). Amongst the individual characteristics said to influence
teachers’ well-being, self-efficacy (Pillay et al., 2005) and resilience (Howard & Johnson,
2004; Pretsch et al., 2012) feature most strongly, while a small number of studies have
found that characteristics such as gratitude and forgiveness are also influential (Chan,
2013). Hobson and Maxwell (2017) note the research dedicated specifically to early
career teachers is scarce and no empirical studies have been focused on the well-being of
newly qualified teachers, which they define as teachers recently graduated from a teacher
preparation program.
Within the field of teaching, a myriad of explanations and understandings of
teacher well-being are evident in the literature. For example, McCallum and Price (2010)
believe well-being is developmental and individualized, and provides teachers, especially
beginning teachers, with a sense of empowerment. Acton and Glasgow’s (2015) review
of the literature found that a teacher’s sense of well-being is informed by individual,
relational, and contextual factors. Individual factors include the need for autonomy and a
sense of competence (Pillay et al., 2005), positive attitude, pedagogic practice, a healthy
work-life balance (Kilgallon et al., 2008), the capacity for emotional intelligence (Van
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Petegem et al., 2006; Vesely et al., 2014) as well as emotions of happiness and
satisfaction (Sturmfels, 2006). Relational factors affecting well-being include the quality
of staff and student interactions and professional relationships (Brown & Roloff, 2011;
McCallum & Price (2010); Split et al., 2011), which are based on the premise that
connectedness and belonging in the workplace are central to maintaining well-being.
External factors, such as policy initiatives, workload, and school culture further to
mediate the possibilities for managing emotions, establishing autonomy, developing selfefficacy and establishing positive working relationships that contribute to a working
climate that values each individual’s well-being (Doecke et al., 2010).
Teacher Well-being Studies
Although significant attention has recently been given to teacher well-being, it is
still an emerging area of research (Hobson & Maxwell, 2017). A majority of the studies
have been conducted in the last two decades, with significant attention directed towards
how contextual factors influence teacher well-being. A variety of approaches litter the
research in this field. In my review of the literature, I found quantitative, mixed method,
and qualitative approaches. Quantitative studies used questionnaires and/or surveys as the
primary data collection method, while qualitative studies used a variety of
methodological tools, including interviews and observations.
A significant number of studies related to teacher well-being have been conducted
in Australia where the stress levels reported by teachers are comparable to teachers in the
United States (Parker et al., 2012). In one study, Parker and his colleagues (2012)
investigated the well-being of 430 teachers in Australia and used self-worth and coping
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patterns as frameworks. Coping patterns highlighting failure avoidant and emotionfocused strategies resulted in poorer well-being due to a greater likelihood of failure,
poorer adaptation to the achievement environment, self-reinforcement of emotionfocused coping, and the inadequacy of coping strategies associated with failure avoidance
in protecting self-worth over time.
Other studies highlight the relationship between work demands and resources.
Bermejo, Hernández-Franco & Prieto-Ursúa (2013) studied the impact of work demands,
personal resources, and job resources on teacher well-being through an empirical study
conducted in Spain. They conceptualized teacher well-being through the variables of
burnout and engagement. They concluded that personal resources, which they divided
into proactive and reactive strategies, and job resources (e.g., work autonomy, work
feedback, work variety, and social support) have a significant effect on teacher wellbeing.
One of the most notable pieces of research focusing on teacher health and wellbeing and student outcomes is the Report for Worklife Support on the Relation between
Well-being and Climate in School and Pupil Performance (Dewberry & Briner, 2007).
The Worklife Support Well-Being study, conducted in England, surveyed 24,200 staff in
246 primary and 182 secondary schools about their well-being. The online survey looked
at three aspects of teacher wellbeing: 1) feeling valued and cared for, 2) feeling
overloaded and 3) job stimulation and enjoyment. The report also looked at the average
well-being of teachers in relation to the Statutory Assessment Tests (SATs) results in
primary schools, and the percentage of students achieving level 5 or above at each stage.
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Dewberry and Briner found that, after controlling for other relevant variables such as the
percentage of absent students, or students with special educational needs, there is a
statistically significant positive association between staff wellbeing and SATs results.
The report highlights that 8% of variance in SATs results can be attributed to teacher
well-being. This is an important finding, as unlike other factors such as the social class of
students, the rate of student absence, and the number of children with special educational
needs, teacher health and well-being may be more amenable to intervention and change.
A study conducted by Kutsyuruba and his colleagues (2019) focused on the
resilience and well-being of early-career teachers in Canada. They conducted a
qualitative study of 36 teachers who had five or less years of teaching experience.
Through phone interviews, they found the effects of teachers’ excessive workloads to be
a threat to their health and well-being. After analyzing the collected data, they identified
four themes that captured the coping skills demonstrated by the teachers: work-life
balance, nurturing a positive mindset, reflective inquiry, and 3 C’s (consult, connect, and
collaborate).
Teacher-Student Relationships and Teacher Well-being
Positive relationships with students, in which high levels of affiliation prevail, are
mentioned to be one of the primary reasons for teachers to remain in the profession (e.g.,
O’Connor, 2008; Veldman et al., 2013) and one of the most important sources of
enjoyment of, and motivation for, teaching (Hargreaves, 2000). In contrast, problematic
teacher–student relationships, which are characterized by conflict and low levels of
affiliation, are mentioned by teachers to be sources of stress and negative emotions
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(Yoon, 2002). Overall, there is consensus among researchers that the most common
sources of teacher work stress stem from relationships with individual students
(Friedman, 2006).
Within the classroom dynamics, teachers serve as the anchoring point of
interaction and communication. Their well-being plays a key role in the quality of the
classroom atmosphere and in the in-class interactions (Mercer et al., 2016). Supportive
teacher-student relationships play an important role in students’ feelings of connectedness
to school and both their academic and social-emotional outcomes (Jennings & Greenberg,
2009; Osher et al., 2007). Teachers with positive attitudes toward their students show a
decline in disruptive student behavior and an increase in on-task behavior by students
(Solomon et al., 2000).
Evidence suggests there is a bidirectional relationship between the well-being of
teachers and students (Houts et al., 2010). Frenzel and her colleagues (2018) found
evidence to support this claim. They studied 1,643 students in grades 5-10 and found
longitudinal evidence that the impact of teachers’ enjoyment on students’ enjoyment was
mediated by student-perceived enthusiasm. They concluded that teachers’ positive
emotions may initiate a “positive reciprocal loop resulting in an overall increased
emotionally positive classroom atmosphere with benefit for teachers and students alike”
(p. 636). Studies such as these emphasize how the teacher-student relationship impacts
the well-being of both the teacher and the student.
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Self-Determination Theory and Teacher Well-being
One framework through which well-being can viewed is through the SelfDetermination Theory (SDT), which emphasizes the role of needs in human beings.
According to the theory, humans possess an intrinsic desire for competence, relatedness,
and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2017). These needs can be easily applied to first-year
teachers as they desire to be competent teachers, connect with students, and to teach
authentically. The pursuit and fulfillment of these needs are essential for psychological
growth health and growth, intrinsic motivation, well-being, and optimal functioning
(Ryan & Deci, 2002). Tension occurs when these needs are thwarted.
Competence is the desire people have to influence their surroundings and their
environments, which can be seen through preservice teachers need to effectively manage
their classrooms (Ryan & Deci, 2002). When competence is thwarted, Skinner and Edge
(2002) state that people may withdraw from action, experience anxiety, or move away
from the situation. Relatedness is the feeling of a person to care about others and have
others care about him or her (Ryan & Deci, 2002). When this need is thwarted, Skinner
and Edge (2002) point to a spectrum of reactions: withdrawal, sadness, and an aching for
connection. Autonomy is the longing for a person to organize experiences and the need to
express one’s authentic self (Ryan & Deci, 2017). When this need is put under pressure
or threatened, some possible reactions are a defensive attitude, resistance, a selfprotective orientation, and anger (Evelein et al., 2008).
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Threats to Teacher Well-being
Critical to this study are the threats to a teacher’s well-being and how a teacher
responds to these threats. In this section, I will review tension, stress, and burnout.
Tension and stress are often treated as if they are synonymous within educational
research; however, I draw a distinction between the two terms for this study. I define
tension as when a teacher experiences mental or emotional worries related to their work.
Stress is when a teacher experiences unpleasant, negative emotions such as anger,
irritation, or frustration. Burnout occurs when a teacher has endured prolonged periods of
high stress.
Tension
Tension has its Latin roots in the tendere, which means to stretch. I mention the
word’s origins because despite being associated with stress, tension actually has a more
neutral connotation when compared to stress. Tension also offers a broader definition
than stress as it does not necessarily need to be associated with a negative emotional
response. For this study, I define tension as mental or emotional worries associated with
teaching (Helms-Lorenz & Maulana, 2016).
A majority of research related to tension focuses on professional identity. For
example, the period of transition from a teacher education program to becoming a fulltime teacher is often characterized as a time where teachers struggle and experience
tension (Pillen et al., 2013). Wagner (1987) describes new teachers attempts to align their
teaching identity with the expectations of the teaching context as knots within the self.
Olsen (2010) says a struggle for new teachers to try to reconcile the personal and
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profession identities can lead to tension. Pillen and her colleagues (2013) describe
identity tensions as more complex to cope with because they challenge a teacher’s
feelings, values, or perceptions.
Other definitions related to tension specifically address emotional challenges or
classroom decisions. For example, Meyer (2009) defines emotional tension as
“reoccurring conflict between unpleasant emotions and pleasant emotions that are
juxtaposed around the same reoccurring situation or issue” (p. 81). Romano (2006)
specifically addresses tension as “bumpy moments”, which are incidents that require the
teacher to engage in reflection to make a decision about how to respond to a particular
problem in instructional practice.
More pertinent to this study, Harmsen and her colleagues’ (2018) research of
beginning teachers found that high psychological task demands are strongly and
positively related to tension. After studying 143 beginning teachers, they concluded that
tension is not related to beginning teacher attrition. This contrasts sharply with the
significant body of research indicating a relationship between stress and teacher attrition
(Ingersoll, 2012). Helms-Lorenz and Maulauna (2016) note, however, if tension is not
addressed effectively it eventually turns into stress. Critical to navigating tension then is
the response of the individual.
To conclude this discussion of tension, it is important to note tension can be
debilitative or supportive of a new teacher’s instructional practice and well-being. Olson
(2010) states that tensions may open “new kinds of hope and new challenges” for
beginning teachers. Tensions, however, can be problematic for beginning teachers if they
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are not properly addressed (Pillen et al., 2013). The research suggests a teacher’s
response, which is influenced by a teacher’s SEC, determines the nature of how tension
manifests itself.
Teacher Stress
A discussion of teachers’ social and emotional competence necessitates
addressing teacher stress. Teaching ranks as one of the most stressful professions in the
United States. Nearly half of K-12 teachers (46%) in the U.S. report high daily stress
during the school year. That figure matches those from other highly demanding
professions, such as nurses (46%) and physicians (45%), for the highest stress level
among all occupational groups surveyed (Gallup, 2014). The 2017 Educator Quality of
Work Life Survey conducted by the American Federation of Teachers and the teacher
advocacy group Badass Teachers Association confirmed these results in their survey of
nearly 5,000 educators. They reported that nearly two-thirds of educators (61%) usually
feel stressed out, which is twice the level felt by workers in the general population.
Teacher stress was largely ignored by researchers up until the mid 1970s when
Chris Kyriacou and John Sutcliffe’s research drew attention to it. In 1977, Kyriacou and
Sutcliffe introduced the first definition of “teacher stress”, a definition still widely used in
educational research. They defined teacher stress “as the experience by a teacher of
unpleasant, negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration or depression,
resulting from some aspect of their work as a teacher” (Kyriacou, 2001, p. 28). According
to van Veldhoven (1996), teacher stress consists of two components: (1) stress causes and
(2) stress responses. Stress causes are the collection of aspects of the work content and
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the work situation influencing teachers at cognitive, motivational and emotional levels.
Stress responses are teachers’ mental interpretations when experiencing stress causes.
The causes of teacher stress are complex, varied, and include individual factors as
well as school factors and systemic factors (Falecki, 2015). A national snapshot of
teachers in the United States identified the top three sources of teacher stress: feeling
overcommitted with too many duties or responsibilities, having to meet the demands of
needy students, and having little or no down time to relax (Richards, 2012). A recent
qualitative study of Canadian teachers revealed sources of stress for early-career teachers
to be class sizes, heavy workloads, unsupportive parents, and frustrating administrations
(Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). Other research expands the list of teacher stressors to include
student misbehavior, interactions with colleagues, student attitudes of learning, work
conditions, a target-driven culture, and a lack of autonomy (Brown & Ralph, 2002;
Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007).
When job-related stress causes are addressed improperly and coping strategies
fail, this leads to a negative stress response. According to Helms-Lorenz and Maulana
(2016), a negative stress response refers to a teacher’s experience of job strain and a lack
of pleasure and commitment to the job. Job strain, which is synonymous with tension, is
considered as ‘part of the job’ when it is not bothering or destructive for teachers (HelmsLorenz & Maulana, 2016). It becomes problematic when the job strain becomes chronic
over a longer period of time and when teachers cannot deal with it properly in the long
run. Consequently, this will lead to negative stress outcomes. Sooner or later, this can
cause burnout and lead to teacher deciding to leave the profession (Betoret, 2006).
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Teacher stress has been widely recognized as a primary factor in teacher turnover
(Ingersoll, 2012). Research in the field has been primarily dedicated to workforce
considerations (e.g., Boyd et al., 2005; Johnson 2006; Ladd 2011). McCarthy and his
colleagues (2016) believe a research approach focused on contextual factors follows the
historical trend of educational policy analysis and research by examining inputs (e.g.,
class size, administrative climate) that are presumed to lead to certain outputs, such as
teachers’ satisfaction and occupational commitment. They argue taking this line of
inquiry relies on “teachers’ perceptions of school climate as the genuine conditions of the
school rather than accounting for the perceptual nature of their responses” (p. 578). In
contrast, examining teacher responses and their intended perceptions (appraisals) allows
researchers to study stress through a more nuanced model. Teachers’ appraisals include a
mixture of objective features of workplace realities leavened with individual
interpretation (McCarthy et al., 2019). Recent research suggests that a teachers’
appraisals of the classroom environment are an important determinant of whether
teachers will experience stress and burnout (Chang 2009; Kokkinos et al., 2005;
Steinhardt et al. 2011).
To meet this need for a more nuanced understanding of teacher stress, Lambert
and his colleagues (2009) developed the Classroom Appraisal of Demands and Resources
(CARD) to measure teacher appraisals of both classroom demands and classroom
resources, and to categorize risk for stress by creating a difference score, or Appraisal
Index, for each teacher’ s overall ratings of demands and resources in their classroom
(McCarthy et al., 2019). Critical to the development of CARD is that workforce
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conditions alone are not sufficient to explain why some teachers are highly stressed.
According to Christopher Jay McCarthy (2019), one the developers of CARD, “Rather,
what matters most is how each teacher sees the demands they face in relation to the
resources they have available to meet those demands” (p. 10). In other words, a teacher’s
appraisal, or interpretation of the demands placed upon them, is critical to their wellbeing.
The CARD drew from Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of
stress, which is the most well-accepted and commonly cited of all approaches to
understanding stress (Hobfoll et al., 1998). In their model, Lazarus and Folkman (1987)
posit that we can predict teacher stress by measuring perceptions of their classroom
demands as compared to their resources. The model explains how an individual’s primary
appraisal occurs when they judge whether an event is stressful or pleasant, which depends
on the individual and the situation. A secondary appraisal occurs when the individual
cognitively evaluates their personal and environmental resources to deal with the stressful
event. According to McCarthy and his colleagues (2016), the CARD is divided into two
sections, which parallel the appraisal process suggested by Lazarus and Folkman’s
transactional model of stress: Demands (primary appraisals) and Resources (secondary
appraisals).
A meta-analysis of 18 CARD studies provided evidence for its reliability across
different samples of teachers and validity evidence for conceptualizing teacher stress in
terms of perceived demands and resources (McCarthy et al., 2016). The review showed
that teachers who perceived teaching demands to exceed their resources were more likely
43

to experience lowered job satisfaction, increased burnout symptoms, and reduced
occupational commitment (McCarthy et al., 2016). Other studies, such as a study of
teachers in Ireland, support these findings. The study showed a measure of perceived jobrelated stressors as the only unique predictor of job satisfaction among five other
variables: self-efficacy, self-esteem, age, teaching experience, and highest level of
education (Reilly et al., 2014).
Studies have indicated the importance of a teacher’s appraisal of demands as
compared to workforce conditions. Using CARD, O’Donnell, Lambert, and McCarthy
(2008) explored stress among 521 teachers. They concluded individual teacher appraisals
of their resources and demands seem to play a larger role in teachers’ stress response than
do the environmental demands and resources that differ between schools. One of the
strongest findings from the study indicates that approximately 96.06% of the variance
occurred within schools; therefore, teachers within the same schools appraised the
demands differently. Grayson and Alvarez’s (2008) study of over 200 teachers, using
self-report data, also indicated each teacher has a unique of set of needs and resources,
which influences how they are affected by their school climate.
More specific to the context of this study, McCarthy, Fitchett, Lambert, and Boyle
(2019) used CARD to investigate the association between a teachers’ classification as atrisk for occupational stress in their first year of teaching and the likelihood of turnover
(e.g., either moving to a different school or leaving teaching altogether within the next
four years. Using data from the Beginning Teacher Longitudinal Study, a nationally
representative survey of U.S. teachers new to the profession in 2007–2008, they
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examined 1,750 first-year U.S. public school teachers. They classified teachers into three
groups: a) Resourced group (teachers who perceive their classroom resources as greater
than their classroom demands), b) Balanced group (teachers perceiving demands and
resources as equal), and c) Demands group (teachers perceiving their classroom demands
as greater than their resources). They found teachers in the Demanded group were more
likely to move schools in their second and fourth years, and by their third year they were
leaving the profession at higher rates than their non-Demanded peers. The results
emphasize the importance of teachers’ appraisals as compared to teacher-level variables
(e.g., self-reported ethnicity and gender) and contextual variables (e.g., school location
and Title I status). This model indicates a teacher’s appraisal will influence their ability to
manage and cope with stress.
Coping
Appraisals set the stage for the use of coping strategies, which occur after stressors
have been engaged. Broadly defined, coping refers to how teachers actually react to and
deal with the challenges and problems they encounter every day (Parker & Martin, 2009).
When attempting to manage stress, teachers appraise their environment to determine the
coping mechanism available to them. Montgomery and Rupp (2005, p. 479) concluded that
the “subjectively perceived quality of the environment and the support structures available
to individual teachers, both at home and at work, are important for dealing with stressful
situations” (p. 479). Lazarus and Folkman (1984), who embrace a reciprocal dynamic view
of coping with emotion, define coping as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral
efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or
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exceeding the resources of the person” (p. 141). Research indicates teachers who do not
adopt coping mechanisms ultimately increase the risk of becoming an overwhelmed
educator unable to properly deal with teaching demands (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009).
Researchers have used various terms to categorize coping strategies or
mechanisms. For example, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identified two main types of
coping strategies: emotion-focused and problem-focused. Problem-focused coping is
directed at the stressor directly (for example, a teacher directly addressing a student’s
misbehavior), and emotion-focused coping helps individuals deal with the emotions
triggered by the stressor (for example, a teacher using deep breathing before addressing a
student’s misbehavior). Both problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping have
been found to be effective in easing burnout (Lazarus, 2006). It is important to note
Parker and his colleagues (2012) found evidence that emotion-focused coping is less
effective when compared to problem-focused coping.
Another common way to differentiate coping strategies is by labeling them
reactive or proactive. Reactive coping is related to negative, irrational as well as to
passive and even aggressive strategies characterized by the reactivity of the subject to
demands (Bermejo et al., 2013). According to Greenglass (2005), proactive coping
strategies are oriented towards future expectations, emphasizing the person’s capacity for
handling goals (anticipating problems and looking for challenges) rather than for risk
management (to be reactive to problems). However, people who are proactive seek
challenges and hold neutral views about challenges instead of viewing them as threats,
harm, or loss (Chang, 2009). Therefore, proactive coping incorporates a positive
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approach to dealing with stressors and integrates the processes of self-regulatory goal
attainment (Greenglass, 2005).
Coping strategies are also often simply labeled as positive or negative. Positive
coping strategies are linked to seeking support, positive appraisal, and intentional
problem-solving (Sharplin et al., 2011). Negative coping strategies include avoidance and
distancing strategies: withdrawal from stress sources; emotional exhaustion;
depersonalization; and lack of accomplishment (Chan & Hui, 1995). Negative coping
strategies are less likely to produce positive psychological outcomes for individuals.
Austin and her colleagues (2005) concluded that “teachers with high levels of stress are
more likely to use negative coping strategies such as escape avoidance” (p. 73). In terms
of coping strategies, teachers who cope using an avoidance approach (e.g., suppression of
emotion or disengagement from stressful situations) tend to report higher levels of stress
or burnout (Chang, 2009; Mearns & Cain, 2003).
Sharplin, O’Neill, and Chapman’s (2011) study of Australian teachers found
novice teachers (those in their first teaching job after teacher preparation) to be more
likely to use avoidant coping strategies such as physical and psychological withdrawal as
compared to experienced teachers. They found the age of the novice teacher did not
matter. They concluded that the teachers who relied on avoidant strategies to be more
likely to experience continuing disequilibrium within their workplace.
In another study of early career teachers, Casperson and Raaen (2014) studied
2,205 novice teachers (teachers with less than three years of experience) in Norway to
determine if they had a lower level of coping as compared to experienced teachers.
47

Through quantitative and qualitative methods, they concluded novice and experienced
teachers cope differently in some aspects of the workplace and that a difference in selfefficacy and a small, although significant difference in teacher certainty, exist between
these two groups of teachers. A key finding, which did not emerge in the quantitative
data, became evident through the interviews and observations: important differences exist
between the experienced teachers and novice teachers in terms of their ability to
articulate their own needs and shortcomings. The study indicates novice teachers struggle
to articulate their owns and shortcomings, which means they may not be able to
anticipate challenges as capably as experienced teachers.
Burnout
A plethora of research has been dedicated to teacher burnout in the past two
decades. A key driving force behind the research has been the high rates of teacher
attrition. In the United States, 30%-50% of novice teachers leave the profession within 5
years (Roness, 2011). Attrition rates increase for teachers working in at-risk schools that
serve students, defined as subjected to “socio-demographic factors” (Goldhaber et al.,
2010; Ronfeldt et al., 2012). Furthermore, minority students are more likely to attend a
school where 20% of the teachers are in their first year of teaching (Education
Commission of the States, 2012).
Teaching has long been recognized as one of the many human service professions
characterized by high levels of burnout (McCarthy et al., 2016). Prolonged stress
experienced by teachers can lead to burnout. Burnout is defined as “chronic, job-related
response caused by repeated failed attempts to cope with highly demanding working
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conditions” (McCarthy et al., 2016, p. 588). Burnout is a prolonged response to chronic
emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job, and is defined by three dimensions:
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a lack of personal accomplishment
(Schaufeli et al., 2008). The three dimensions are typically investigated together as the
basis for determining teacher burnout, often using the Maslach Burnout Inventory, or its
teacher specific version known as the MBI-Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1996). The
emotional exhaustion component, which represents the basic individual stress dimension
of burnout, is understood to be the central quality and most salient indicator of burnout
(Maslach et al., 2001; McCarthy et al., 2016).
Burnout, like stress, can be triggered by a combination of internal and external
factors. It can result from a teacher’s expectations and efforts to manage their own coping
and the distressing events in the lives of their students in addition to their academic
responsibilities (Hargreaves, 1998). Just as both internal and external factors contribute to
teacher efficacy, both individual (e.g., personality, self-concept, resilience) and
organizational factors, including work demands, class size, and administrative support,
play a role in burnout (Vesely et al., 2013).
Teacher burnout has been associated with a variety of negative outcomes,
including low job satisfaction; diminished instructional effectiveness; and attrition
(Carson et al., 2010; Renshaw et al., 2015). Research has also found a connection
between burnout and physical ailments, such as headaches, muscle tension,
gastrointestinal problems, and hypertension. (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008; Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2007). It has also been linked to poor teacher–student relationships (Grayson &
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Alvarez, 2008), the use of more punitive behavior management strategies (Clunies-Ross
et al., 2008), as well as poorer student functioning across social-emotional, behavioral,
and academic domains (Fleming et al., 2013; Spilt et al., 2012).
Many teachers who remain in the profession experience the same burnout
symptoms as those who leave (Schussler et al., 2016). These symptoms include a
deterioration of one’s moral purpose and sense of efficacy, feelings of hopelessness,
exhaustion, and detachment (MacDonald & Shirley, 2009; Maslach et al., 2001).
Jennings and Greenberg (2009) describe burned out teachers in the classroom as in
danger of becoming cynical and callous who cope by “maintaining a rigid classroom
climate enforced by hostile and sometimes harsh measures bitterly working at a
suboptimal level of performance” (p.472). They add that burned-out teachers create
learning environment, which can have harmful effects on students, especially those who
are at risk of mental health problems.
Jennings and Greenberg (2009) introduced burnout cascade to the educational
lexicon. Through the development of a model for a prosocial classroom, they describe a
burnout cascade as when teachers' and students' stressful experiences are connected in a
cyclic manner. They describe this as when a teacher, overwhelmed by stress, lacks the
emotional resources to meet the challenges of teaching; subsequently; the teacher
engages in poorer quality interactions with their students. Consequently, students spend
more time off task and show more problematic behavior, which in turn, produce a more
stressful classroom climate. Unable to meet the classroom demands, a burned-out teacher
tends to use more reactive and punitive classroom management strategies. This leads to a
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deterioration in classroom climate in which the emotional needs of students are not being
met. The stressful classroom climate leads to more stress and exhaustion for the teacher
and the cascade continues.
Frequently, studies related to teacher burnout focus on workforce conditions. For
example, Pas, Bradshaw, and Hershfeldt (2012) employed a longitudinal, multilevel
modeling approach to study the influence of teacher and school-level factors on both
teacher efficacy and burnout. They collected data three times over the course of two
academic years from 600 teachers at 31 elementary schools. They concluded teacher
preparedness and perceptions of teacher affiliation (connections to other teachers) and
leadership were significantly associated with the growth of teacher efficacy and burnout.
They found school-level factors, such as principal turnover, student mobility, and student
suspension rates to be unrelated to teacher efficacy and burnout.
Gavish and Friedman (2010) found evidence that burnout may start for new
teachers during teacher preparation. They studied 123 newly qualified teachers (graduates
of a teacher preparation program) in their first year of teaching to identify the roots of
burnout, specifically those related to the organizational environment. To reveal the
factors affecting novice teacher burnout, they investigated the role of the organizational
environment and the difficulties facing novice teachers–especially in terms of demands to
function as organization professionals. Participants completed the Teacher Expected
Work Questionnaire, which addresses the perceived work environment and dimensions of
burnout, in November and then again in May. They concluded that novice teachers
experience burnout immediately upon entering teaching and throughout their first year at
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school, which hints at the possibility that burnout may already be present before teachers
even begin their teaching careers.
Consequences of Stress and Burnout
Stress has adverse physical, emotional, and behavioral consequences for teachers,
in addition to adverse effects for students and schools. According to Harris (2011), stress
in teaching is often associated with “teacher turnover, low teacher satisfaction, and high
teacher burnout, along with negative physical and psychological health outcomes” (p.
105). Stressed teachers are less confident in their lesson planning and classroom
management; more likely to experience burnout; and more frequently leave teaching – all
of which destabilize the classroom environment (Fitchett et al., 2018).
Not surprisingly, teacher burnout and stress have been shown to negatively
influence teacher and student well-being (Frenzel et al., 2018; Geving, 2007).
Specifically, Geving (2007) found teacher behaviors (of stressed and burned out teachers)
elicited negative student behaviors, such as harming school property, criticizing other
students, and talking back to the teacher. In addition, Kokkinos (2007) found that teacher
burnout was significantly associated with higher levels of student antisocial and
oppositional/defiant behaviors (e.g., cruelty/bulling, rudeness, deceiving or makes fun of
schoolmates).
In one of the most pivotal contributions to research on teacher burnout, Oberle
and Schonert-Reichl (2016) explored the relationship between burnout levels of teachers
and students’ stress levels. Through assessing 17 teachers’ levels of burnouts and testing
the cortisol levels of their 406 students, they found morning cortisol levels in students
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could be significantly predicted from higher burnout levels in classroom teachers. They
concluded that the significant differences in the cortisol levels due to the classroom
setting provided strong rationale for identifying classroom indicators to predict students’
cortisol levels.
Educational research dedicated to burnout has focused on emotional exhaustion.
One of the three dimensions of burnout, emotional exhaustion carries negative
consequences for the teachers in terms of job satisfaction (e.g., Skaalvik & Skaalvik,
2010), physical complaints (e.g., Hakanen et al., 2006), intentions to leave the profession
(e.g., Leung & Lee, 2006), motivation (e.g., Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007), and selfefficacy (e.g., Evers et al., 2002). Teachers experiencing emotional exhaustion might lack
the resources to provide high-quality instruction (Chang, 2009; Klusmann et al., 2008).
Arens and Morin (2016) study of nearly 8,000 4th grade students in Germany confirms a
direct negative relation between teachers’ emotional exhaustion and the class average of
students’ school grades, standardized achievement test scores, school satisfaction, and
perceptions of teacher support.
Reinke, Herman, and Stormont (2013) used classroom observations and teacher
self-report data to evaluate teachers’ behavior management strategies. They concluded a
teacher may have the skills and knowledge necessary to implement effective practices,
but the experiences of emotional exhaustion interfere with the teacher’s ability to do so;
whereas another teacher may exhibit low levels of effective practices primarily due to
lack of skills. They also found teachers using higher rates of harsh reprimands reported
high levels of emotional exhaustion.
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First-year Teachers
It is no secret that most teachers struggle during their first year. A plethora of
studies over the past twenty years has painted a bleak scenario of the life of the beginning
teacher (e.g., Le Maistre & Paré, 2010; McCarthy et al., 2019). Upon entering the
profession, first-year teachers take on as much responsibility as their experienced
colleagues. Like their veteran co-workers, new teachers carry full teaching loads and
handle just as many other duties (e.g., supervision, extra-curricular activities, grading).
They are trying to acclimate to the norms of professional interaction in their new
workplace as well as internally and externally imposed school initiatives and mandates
(Kardos & Johnson, 2010). The challenges and difficulties teachers encountered by firstyear teachers are often exacerbated by a lack of time to prepare, inadequate sleep, and
scant professional preparation for the socioemotional and relational demands they
experience on a daily basis (Richardson et al., 2013).
While teachers new to the profession faces many challenges, the initial years as
teachers are important for their development. The first several years of teaching are
especially definitive: research suggests that foundational experiences in the field have
lasting effects on teachers’ subsequent satisfaction, feelings of success with students,
commitment, and retention (Doney, 2013; Goddard & Foster, 2001; Hoy & Spero, 2005;
Rust, 1994). Research based on data collected in New York City has shown that a
teacher’s initial performance is a meaningful predictor of future performance – far more
so than commonly used proxies like academic credentials or pathways into the profession
(Attebery et al., 2015).
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Part of the challenge for teachers is transitioning from a teacher education
program to a full-time teaching position. As teachers transition from a teacher education
or certification program, they experience what Casperson and Raaen (2014) label as
“transfer shock” (p. 206). They describe this as the shock new teachers experience when
they make the transition from a protected environment (usually a teacher education
program) - where they are only responsible for their education and well-being - to a
school setting, where they are also responsible for the well-being and education of others.
During this transition, the most common challenges are perceived inadequate skills,
related decreased self-efficacy and increased stress, and the necessity of learning at work
(Tynjala & Heikkinen, 2011).
A variety of attributes have been recognized in literature as important for assisting
prospective teachers in this transition. For example, university supervisors highlight
attributes such as conscientious, organization, willingness to engage in the school
community, initiative taking, willingness to take feedback, and relating to students (Miles
& Knipe, 2018). For teachers, resilience is much more than the capacity to survive and
thrive in adversity. It encompasses the capacity to function well generally over time in so
called normal teaching and learning environments as well as in response to ‘initial, brief
spikes’, which disturb normal functioning temporarily or severe disruption (Luthar &
Brown, 2007, p. 941).
A steep learning curve exists for those entering the teaching profession.
Hargreaves (2005) posits that in reality, beginning teachers can take considerable time to
‘establish their basic confidence and competence as professionals’ (p. 970) as they
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navigate the many challenges inherent to the job. Experts claim it takes at least five years,
and often as many as seven years, to master the complexity of teaching (Ingersoll &
Strong, 2011; Aguilar, 2013). The development of “mastery” required for teacher
proficiency is a complex process, which involves ways of knowing, content knowledge,
and specialized expertise (Turner-Bisset, 2011). Researchers Tom Dee of Stanford
University and James Wyckoff of the University of Virginia found that Washington, D.C.
teachers in their first two years score significantly lower under the city’s teacher
evaluation system than those with three or more years—the difference, for instance,
between performing at the 50th percentile among all the city’s teachers and then moving
up to the 65th percentile (Dee & Wyckoff, 2015).
While research studies have looked at workforce conditions and personal
attributes, Ellen Moir was one of the first researchers to acknowledge the importance of
the social and emotional aspect for new teachers. Moir (1990) conducted a qualitative
study where she analyzed the teacher reflections of 1,500 new teachers in California.
Based on her findings, she concluded that a typical first-year teacher experiences five
different attitudinal phases (see Figure 3). The anticipation stage, which occurs before the
start of the school year, is characterized by feelings of excitement and anxiety. In this
initial stage, the teacher often romanticizes their role. Once the year begins, teachers
move into the survival stage. In this phase, they realize teaching requires long hours and
requires dealing with a variety of problems they had not anticipated. During the middle of
the first term, teachers move into the disillusionment phase – they are tired, their morale
is low, and they question their abilities. The fourth stage, rejuvenation, occurs after
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teachers return from winter break. The opportunity to spend time with friends and family
improves their attitude and gives them a chance to broaden their perspective with
renewed hope. The reflection phase, which is the final phase, occurs usually in the last
month of school. Moir (1999) says this is a particularly invigorating phase as teachers
reflect on the highlights of the past year and look forward to the changes they can instill
for the following year.

Figure 3: Phases of first-year teachers’ attitudes towards teaching (Moir, 1999).
To conclude this section, I want to discuss one more study related to early career
teachers and emotions. Fernet and his colleagues (2014) studied whether a teacher’s
passion relates to burnout. In a study of 246 teachers with five years of teaching or less,
they found the type of passion, either harmonious or obsessive, had a differential effect
on burnout. They defined obsessive passion as when the activity controls the teacher;
whereas harmonious passion is when the activity is under the control of the individual. It
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seems that whereas obsessive passion can consume some individuals, harmonious
passion allows others to keep the flame alive.
Agency
Teacher agency is an emerging area of research in the education field (Krokfors,
2018). Initial research about agency connected it to self-efficacy. Bandura (1997) defines
self-efficacy as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the course of action
required to produce given attainments” (p. 3). Bandura writes that when teachers with
high self-efficacy are faced with classroom stress, they direct their efforts at resolving
problems, whereas teachers with lower self-efficacy display avoidant behavior.
Eventually, teachers with low instructional self-efficacy show lower commitment to
teaching. Because resolving problems requires agentic action, there is also a reciprocal
relationship between agency and self-efficacy.
Paris and Lung’s (2008) extensive review of literature on agency found
researchers attached particular qualities to agency. Among them are the ability to see
possibilities, as well as a willingness to act, to take initiative, and to do so mindfully and
intentionally. They also found researchers included the capacity for self-reflection, selfregulation, and persistence. Finally, a sense of empowerment, self-efficacy, and moral
responsibility to act appear throughout the literature on agency.
Building off the theme of empowerment and moral responsibility, Rautins and
Ibrahim (2011) mention how agency is critical for moving teachers to empower their
students. They mention the wise words of the late pedagogue Frank McCourt (2005) who
said teachers must persistently engage in a tug-of-war with tension, in an effort to move
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students from fear to freedom. In their article, they discuss how teacher agency can be
used to deconstruct the tensions between authority and freedom, so that “teachers can
encourage a reciprocal student-teacher interchange of fearlessness and authentic learning
experiences” (p. 32). In their view, agency can be a tool for teachers to make and remake
themselves as they open up new spaces for critical pedagogy.
Gradually, agency has evolved to emphasize an individual’s belief in their
capacity to influence their environment. For example, Lasky (2005) believes agency
‘‘starts with the belief that human beings have the ability to influence their lives and
environment while they are also shaped by social and individual factors’’ (p. 900).
Agency has also been defined as social action often initiated as a response to adversity.
Agency viewed through this lens is concerned with the way in which individuals
“critically shape their responses to problematic situations” (Biesta & Tedder, 2006, p.
11). Based on these definitions, agency is relevant to this study as it is important to
navigating tension.
Two studies help to articulate how agency is being studied in respect to early
career teachers. Castro, Kelly, and Shih’s (2010) study of resilience strategies connected
agency to overcoming adversity. For their qualitative study, they studied fifteen early
career teachers in an effort to address what strategies new teachers employ in adverse
situations. As one of their key conclusions, they affirmed a teacher’s agency as critical to
transforming negative aspects in their environment. In another study, Keogh and his
colleagues (2012) used a narrative approach to investigate the email conversations of 16
first-year teachers on a self-initiated group email site. They found the peer-based support
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network helped the teachers to “foreground their improved understandings of agency and
self-efficacy as aids to promoting their resiliency” (p. 61). Both studies suggest agency is
critical to promoting teachers to act purposefully when faced with challenges.
Summary for Chapter Two
Teacher well-being, which is an emerging area of research in the educational
field, has engendered significant attention from researchers in the past two decades. In
my review of the literature, I synthesized current research in the field, while highlighting
research specific to first-year teachers and aspects related to social and emotional
competence. My review indicates there is limited research dedicated to teachers’ personal
resources such as SEC, while a significant body of research focuses on how workforce
conditions impact teacher well-being. The research demonstrates the importance of how a
teacher responds to classroom demands, which adds significance to investigating
teachers’ well-being. Given the importance of teacher’s resources in how they respond to
and appraise demands placed upon, it is important to deepen our understanding of teacher
well-being by studying personal resources such as social and emotional competencies.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Overview
In this section, I provide an overview of why I chose qualitative inquiry to frame
my study. I then provide a description of educational criticism and connoisseurship,
which is the research method that guides this study. Then, I move to a discussion of my
data collection methods and the process by which I analyzed the data. Within my
explanation of data analysis, I include a description of the frameworks that influenced
this study. Finally, I share my background and positionality as a researcher, which
illustrates my interest in the topic, shows my educational background, and addresses how
my experiences may influence the study.
Rationale for Qualitative Inquiry
Qualitative inquiry is primarily naturalistic, inductive, and interpretive (Mayan,
2009). Lincoln and Guba (1985) used the term naturalistic inquiry as an alternative to
traditional positivistic research. In this form of research, the researcher studies real
situations as they unfold naturally instead of manipulating research outcomes a priori
(Bowen, 2008). Qualitative research distinguishes itself from quantitative research
through two features: 1) the researcher is the means through which the study is conducted
and 2) the purpose is to learn about some facet of the social world (Rossman & Rallis,
2017, p. 4). Researchers study a problem through an emerging qualitative approach to
inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under
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study, and data analysis that is both inductive and deductive to establish patterns or
themes (Creswell, 2013).
Because qualitative research is interpretive, it does not feel beholden to the
“absolutes,” which are endemic to quantitative research (Wilding & Whiteford, 2005).
The exploratory approach of qualitative research affords the researcher the opportunity
for in-depth exploration of a problem or issue (Creswell, 2013). Thus, qualitative
research separates itself from what Peshkin (1993) described as the “conventional focus
on a theory-driven hypothesis-testing, generalization-producing perspective” of
quantitative research (p. 28). Rather than measure and predict after studying experimental
conditions, qualitative researchers look at social worlds holistically and then describe and
interpret what they see (Rosssman & Rallis, 2017, p. 9).
Qualitative research is particularly relevant for conducting research related to
education. Because of the multidimensionality and complexity of education, the context
takes on great significance. As Ovens et al. (2016) states, “schools tend [to be] highly
dynamic and unpredictable, organizations operating in unpredictable and changing
external environments” (p. 355). Qualitative researchers make a sustained focus on
context integral to their work and assume that a detailed understanding of human
experience is gained through exploring these complexities (Rossman & Rallis, 2017, p.
7). In order to study context, and the individuals within the context, analysis must be indepth and focused on a small sample size (Mayan, 2009). In other words, often times
qualitative researchers seek to find the stories behind the numbers. To do this, Agar and
Kozel (1999) suggest researchers “go out and listen to people [to] whom the numbers
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referred, listen to their words and learn from their actions” (p. 1936). In doing so, as a
qualitative researcher guided by a social constructivist approach, I can focus on how firstyear teachers perceive their worlds and how they interpret their experiences.
Educational Criticism and Connoisseurship
A subset of empirical and qualitative inquiry, educational criticism and
connoisseurship (or educational criticism) was developed out of a desire to inform and
improve educational practices (Uhrmacher & Moroye, 2017). Elliot Eisner (1976) first
introduced the methodology as a way to promote the researcher’s power of perception.
The methodology draws from the criticism of arts and encourages researchers to use the
power of words to help others see and understand (Eisner, 2017). Through discernment
and evaluation, the aim is to improve educational environments. The educational critic
engages in a subjective mode of inquiry to “enhance the [reader’s] perceptions and
understandings of the qualities that constitute an educational performance or product”
(Flinders & Eisner, 1994, p. 355). Through both connoisseurship and criticism, the
educational critic describes, interprets, and evaluates the educational environment
(Eisner, 2017).
Connoisseurship is the ability to make fine-grained distinctions among complex
and nuanced qualities (Eisner, 1976). A connoisseur must not only attend to the subtleties
of educational experiences but also must be able to recognize how those experiences
relate to and influence the structure within the classroom (Eisner, 2002). Through sensory
experiences gleaned from observations and antecedent knowledge, the connoisseur can
place cases within categories and contexts (Uhrmacher et al., 2016). Although the word
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connoisseur carries an elitist connotation, Eisner (2017) uses the word to depict an
individual’s ability to understand and be aware of what one has experienced. In this way,
anyone can be a connoisseur because it does not require formal training.
While connoisseurship is a private act of appreciation, criticism is the public act
of disclosure (Uhrmacher et al., 2016). Given the complex nature of teaching, educational
criticism attempts to lift “the veils that keep the eyes from seeing” (Dewey, 1934, p. 324).
According to Eisner (2017), the act of criticism is a “reconstruction”, which takes the
form of an “argued narrative” (p. 86). Criticism functions as an appraisal, where there
will be always be other interpretations of the same educational performance (Eisner,
2017). Eisner provides an explanation of the relationship between the two ideas: “One
can be a great connoisseur without being a critic, but one cannot be a critic of any kind
without some level of connoisseurship” (p. 86). An effective educational critic
successfully engages in both appreciation (connoisseurship) and the argued narrative
(criticism).
Educational criticism differentiates itself from other methodologies through its
subjective voice. The aim is to make the strange familiar (Uhrmacher et al., 2016). Social
and educational experiences are complex and multilayered; therefore, through the use of
descriptive language, educational criticism provides the reader with a “behind-the scenes
perspective which others may not be able to experience firsthand” (Uhrmacher et al.,
2016, p. 5). Through this unveiling of educational experiences, educational criticism may
be a means to break down stereotypes through evidence of contradictory tendencies
between cases (Uhrmacher et al., 2016).
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Educational criticism embraces subjectivity to facilitate the reader’s ability to
“participate empathetically in the events, lives, and situations” that the researcher
portrays (Eisner, 2002, p. 222). The critic’s perception of events, created through
observation and validated by interviews and artifacts brings to our attention aspects of the
situation or place we might otherwise miss (Eisner, 2017). For example, an awareness
and understanding of both the context and antecedent factors helps the critic justify the
interpretation of a teacher’s smirk or smile during an exchange with a student.
The educational critic often moves between an insider’s and outsider’s point of
view. While educational critics try to render an insider’s point of view, they are not
fearful of providing an “etic” view or “seeing about” (Uhrmacher et al., 2016). As a
connoisseur, the educational critic possesses an understanding of both what is significant
to the educational experience and what can be neglected. The subjectivity of educational
criticism means the work will bear the critic’s own signature; however, the participants’
voices are neither suppressed nor relegated to a lower status (Eisner, 2017). In addition to
observations, interviews and artifacts are critical forms of data collection. Participants
also play a key part in the validation of educational criticism through member checking,
which involves the participants’ informal or formal feedback (Uhrmacher et al., 2016).
Dimensions of Educational Criticism
Educational criticism includes an interwoven combination of four dimensions:
description, interpretation, evaluation, and thematics. Through description, the researcher
brings to life the place or process and seeks to enable the readers to participate
vicariously in the experience. Eisner (2017) encourages the use of artistic language to
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“create in the public world a structure or form whose features represent what is
experienced in private” (p. 89). According to Uhrmacher et al. (2017), in an ideal
description “the critic is able to provide a rich or ‘thick’ enough description for the reader
to reasonably disagree” with the critic (p. 39). Through the power of language, the reader
sees and experiences what is taking place in the classroom.
In the interpretation, the researcher uses the context and antecedent factors to
account for the reasons for and consequences of the educational practices observed
(Eisner, 2017). Frequently, the interpretation will be embedded in the description, yet the
interpretation dimension moves to make sense of what has been observed. The
interpretation blends a focus on the performance in the classroom with the points of the
view the critic brings to the work (Flinders & Eisner, 1994). Because of the critic’s
unique lens, an event, like a novel or play, could be interpreted in various ways.
The evaluative aspects of educational criticism and connoisseurship most clearly
distinguish it from other research methodologies. Because its purpose is to improve the
educational process, criticism and connoisseurship relies on the perceptivity of the
researcher to render judgment of the situation based upon educational criteria
(Uhrmacher et al., 2016). In making judgments, Eisner (2017) emphasizes the need to
“consider the evidentiary bases of our judgment,” which, despite our best efforts, “will
always be fallible” (p. 109). Judgments are not made without evidence and a
consideration of the context and interview data. Eisner distinguishes the methodology
from quantitative methods through the recognition and acknowledgement of the subtle
and complex nature of education; therefore, he writes: “This complexity means that the
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criticism we use to appraise what is occurring may differ from student to student” (p.
100). While this study’s purpose is to appraise a first-year teachers, the only criteria used
are the indicators for social and emotional competencies.
Finally, thematics provides the reader with a distillation of major ideas and
conclusions that enable the reader to grasp the essential point (Eisner, 2002). Through
this dimension, general principles, findings, and lessons can be extracted from study of
the educational experiences (Flinders & Eisner, 1994). While the goal of creating themes
is not to generalize, the patterns and key ideas may provide guidance for broader
educational contexts (Uhrmacher et al., 2016).
Research Design and Questions
In this study, I investigate the social and emotional competencies of first-year
teachers by using educational criticism and connoisseurship. I selected the participants
based on convenience sampling, while the data will be analyzed through an iterative
process to generate themes after the data has been annotated.
The research questions that guided this study are:
1) How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers
influence how they navigate the tensions they experience during the
process of learning to teach?
2) How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers
operationalize in the classroom through instructional practices?
3) How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers
influence their agency within the context of their teaching practice?
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Participants
I initially intended to conduct a study on preservice teachers. As one of the
university’s field supervisors, I possessed access and intricate knowledge of the
university’s teacher education program. After receiving approval from the university, I
conducted an informational event to recruit participants. When only two preservice
teachers attended the event in August of 2018, I needed to make a quick decision. I could
continue to try to recruit preservice teachers or switch my participants to first-year
teachers. I hastily called a meeting with my advisor who confirmed my initial feelings.
therefore, I decided to change my participants to first-year teachers.
As I considered my options for recruiting for participants, I also knew I did not
have a lot of time. I wanted my study to start before school so that I could show the arch
of the participants’ social and emotional well-being. I decided to start my recruitment
process by contacting teachers I had supervised the previous year. They were no longer
affiliated with the university, so I knew there would not be a conflict of interest. I actually
felt, and my advisor concurred, that my rapport with them would be beneficial to the
study. With an established relationship, I felt my participants would be with comfortable
with me and likely to speak with candor and openness in their voice recordings. Two of
my participants, Bray and Amaya, fit this profile.
In my search for more participants, I contacted two university supervisors who
were my colleagues of mine and knew the premise of my study. Through their contacts, I
reached out and successfully recruited two more participants. One of these participants,
Natalie, I had actually met previously. We were classmates in a course at the university
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where she was in the process of completing her undergraduate degree, and I was
completing my graduate coursework. The final participant, Cole, I had never met before;
however, a colleague of mine felt he would be excited to participate in the study.
Two additional first-year teachers participated in this study; however, I chose to
not include their data. One of the participants, a male high school teacher, I was not able
to observe because the timeline his school district’s IRB did not align with when I
received university IRB approval. The other participant, a female middle school teacher,
was not included because of time constraints. The self-imposed time deadline of my
dissertation study necessitated that I focus on four participants; therefore, I chose to not
include a participant whose data did not prove to be unique.
When I invited each new teacher to participate in the study, I emailed them a
word document with an overview of the study, a timeline of the study, and the participant
expectations. Once each participant replied with an indication they were interested in
meeting, I sent an informational packet about voice memos, an informed consent form, a
link to an online survey, and set up our initial interview. I told them they could still
decide against participating and that I would bring a hard copy of the informed consent
document to our first interview.
Table 1: Participants
Participant*
Natalie Larson
Amaya Martin
Cole Taylor

Race & Gender Age
White Female 23
White Female 28
White Male
30

Bray Walsh

White Male

29

Type of School
Public High School
Public Middle School
Public Charter Middle
School
Public Middle School

Grade & Content
High School English
7th Science
6th Social Studies
6th Social Studies

*All names used in the study, including teachers and students, are pseudonyms.
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Data Collection
For this study, I used three different methods to collect data. First, I conducted a
series of semi-structured interviews with each participant. The first interview occurred at
the start of the school year, the second happened during the school year, and the final
interview occurred at the end of the school year. The length of interviews ranged from
twenty minutes to over an hour based on each participant’s time availability and length of
responses. The first and last interviews started with questions from an interview protocol,
and then I would include follow up questions and additional questions based on the
participant’s responses. I adopted Rubin and Rubin’s (2012) responsive interviewing,
which “emphasizes flexibility of design and expects the interviewer to change questions
in response to what he or she is learning” (p. 7). Perhaps due to my familiarity most of
the participants, these interviews often felt more like conversations after the first few
questions.
Each mid-year interview typically followed a classroom observation and was
conducted at the participant’s school. These interviews were less structured as compared
to the first and last interviews. The questions were informed by content I had heard in a
voice memo and situations or decisions I had witnessed during my classroom
observations. The questions often took the shape of digging into a participant’s rationale
for a classroom decision or asking for more details on a topic introduced in a voice
memo.
Second, I conducted classroom observations for each of my participants. For
educational criticism, Eisner (2017) identifies observations of teachers and classroom life
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as “undoubtedly” the most important data source (p. 81). For my classroom observations,
I attempted to observe each participant on consecutive days at two different points in the
year. For three of the participants, I was able to observe them by following this approach
or adapting it slightly to accommodate my schedule or the participant’s. Because of
driving distance, I only observed the other participant, Amaya, during one week for a
total of three days. In total, I observed each participant for at least five class periods and
at least three different days.
For the observations, I used a template where I recorded notes on my laptop. I
noted what I observed, possible tensions, evidence of social and emotional competencies,
and questions to ask during my mid-year interview. Whenever possible, I recorded
verbatim the words, phrases, and conversations I overheard spoken by the students and
the teacher. After completing each observation, I reviewed my notes and checked for
significant gaps. In situations where there were gaps, I emailed the participant for
clarification.
Table 2: Observation Dates and Total Time
Participant
Natalie Larson
Amaya Martin
Cole Taylor
Bray Walsh

Observation Dates
Nov. 27, 28, 29 (2018)
March 12, 19 (2019)
Nov. 6, 7, 8 (2018)
Dec. 11, 17 (2018)
April 29, 30 (2019)
Nov. 11, 13, 14 (2018)
March 5, 6 (2019)

Class Periods Total Observation Time
7
6

7 hr 54 min
7 hr 41 min

7

8 hr 3 min

8

8 hr 24 min

The final method I employed in my study is not commonly used in research
studies. Voice memos, which are also referred to as audio recordings or audio diaries, is a
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data collection method where participants narrate their experiences into an audio
recorder, phone, or laptop. I chose to use voice memos because they offer a convenient
way to capture real-time experiences and provide a rich record of conversational
narratives (Ochs & Capps, 2001). In a study of visually impaired youth, Worth (2009)
used audio recording to gain insight on how the youth felt about transitioning to
adulthood. She describes how the method can “contribute personal participant-controlled
data, adding both complexity and detail about a person's experiences to research that is
sometimes difficult to achieve with interviews” (para 2.1). I found the method to be
particularly useful in capturing the participants’ nuanced and often emotional reflections
of how they navigated the challenges of learning to teach.
I collected weekly voice memos from each of my participants. In these memos,
the participants recorded short voice memos on their phones or laptops and then emailed
me the recording. At the start of the study, I emailed each participant a document with an
overview of the process. The overview included how to record and send the memos, a list
of prompts, and a weekly deadline. I also emphasized that the voice memos should not be
a critique or review of their teaching effectiveness. Finally, I mentioned I would
occasionally send a weekly optional prompt, which would be a specific question as
compared to the initial list of prompts. While I asked the participants to record memos,
which would be approximately one to three minutes in length. During the study, I usually
received memos exceeding five minutes. In some cases, I could sense participants were
using the memos as a way to process their experiences.
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Table 3: Summary of Data Collection
(time in minutes and seconds unless noted otherwise)
Initial
Participant
Interview
Natalie Larson
49:47
Amaya Martin 1 hr 12 min
Cole Taylor
1 hr 4 min
Bray Walsh
1 hr 7 min

Mid-year
Interview
31:23
22:53
19:53
25:23

Final
Interview
42:18
44:08
1 hr 36 min
47:08

Observations Voice Memos
Total Time
Total Time
7 hr 54 min 2 hr 30 min
7 hr 41 min 2 hr 28 min
8 hr 3 min
3 hr 1 min
8 hr 24 min 7 hr 36 min

Data Analysis
I analyzed the data through an iterative, circular process in order to generate
themes based on my annotations. Rossman and Rallis (2017) recommend this process of
completing some analysis as the study unfolds to make the final analysis “less daunting”
(p. 229). In this process of interacting with the data, I would read through my notes from
observations or transcriptions and then provide annotations. These initial annotations
began my process towards identifying patterns and emerging themes. Guided by
Lichtmans’s (2013) circular model, I would gather data, analyze the data, find meaning in
the data, and ask questions. In this process of living with the data, I used different
methods to help facilitate this on-going process of analysis. I transcribed and annotated
interviews and voice memos shortly after they occurred, completed analytic memos, and
reflected through written and audio memos.
The interpretive and aesthetic nature of educational criticism lends itself to
annotating the data instead of coding it. While coding is used in many forms of
qualitative research, I believe it moves one towards a technical approach that
compartmentalizes data. I sought to view my data from a holistic perspective. Annotation
looks at the relationship between the phrases and how they compose a picture, rather than
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isolating pieces of it. With its less structured nature, annotation requires perceptivity and
an interaction with the data and text, which makes it suitable for studying the complexity
of teaching (Uhrmacher et al, 2016).
Through the process of analyzing the data, I employed three different forms of
annotations: global annotations, pattern-finding annotations, and cross-checking
annotations (Uhrmacher et al., 2016). Through global annotations, I viewed the data from
a wide lens to see what experiences and situations stood out. Then, I used pattern-finding
annotations to look for “configurations of meaning” (Uhrmacher et., 2016, p. 57). Finally,
cross-checking annotations pushed me to look for “alternative understandings” that could
challenge the emerging patterns and themes I identified (Rossman & Rallis, 2017, p 248).
I did not anticipate the copious amounts of data I would collect during this study.
I was particularly surprised by the length of the voice memos I recorded. While not
everything my participants recorded pertained to the study, I felt like even seemingly
immaterial musings contextualized the relevant data and offered me an opportunity to
deepen my understanding of the participants. The classroom observations gave me an
opportunity to make notes on the participants’ interactions with students and see the
participants’ social and emotional competencies operationalize in the classroom. Finally,
the interviews served as key check points, so I could ask specific questions to help
address the study’s research questions.
I did my best to annotate the data as quickly as I could relative to when I collected
the data. Annotation occurred typically after I had transcribed voice memos and
interviews or after I had reviewed my notes. The comments I made, through my initial
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global annotations led to emergent themes. After my initial round of annotating and
creating a list of themes, I reviewed the data through pattern-checking and cross-checking
annotations. Through this process, I narrowed my list of themes to what appears in
Chapter Five.
Issues of Validity
Uhrmacher et al. (2016) cites two aspects necessary for educational criticism to
achieve consensual validation: structural corroboration and referential adequacy.
Structural corroboration, similar to the process of triangulation, is the means through
which multiple forms of data support or contradict each other (Eisner, 2017). Structural
corroboration aids the educational critic in providing evidence that they have asserted
about the educational setting. In my study, I used classroom observations, interviews, and
voice memos. Through these multiple forms of data, I looked for recurrent behaviors or
actions, which “inspire confidence that the events interpreted and appraised are not
aberrant or exceptional, but rather characteristic of the situation” (Eisner, 2017, p. 110). I
developed themes based on evidence demonstrated through at least two forms of data.
The primary aim of referential adequacy is to illuminate its subject matter (Eisner,
2017). Referential adequacy can be achieved through member checking, interview
questions related to the subject matter, and attending to contemporary and historical
trends in education (Uhrmacher et al., 2016). According to Uhrmacher et al. (2016),
“direct quotations, dialogue, rich descriptions, and specific details” provide evidence of
the critic’s impressions. I used thick description of the participants’ classroom
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experiences as well as member checking for purposes of clarification, affirmation, and to
unveil contradictions.
My primary form of member checking occurred after I had completed writing
Chapter Four. I sent each participant the section from Chapter Four in which I
communicated my findings about them based on the data I had collected. I asked the
participants to share if they felt the section accurately portrayed them. Three of the four
participants responded with their feedback. I include each participant’s response at the
end of their section in Chapter Four.
Before I conclude this part of Chapter Three, I want to address subjectivity. An
educational critic seeks to perceive and understand the setting in a manner that reveals the
way it actually is and not in the way that he or she wishes it to be. However, all
researchers have to deal with their own bias in research settings. I care deeply about
teaching. My educational knowledge has been informed through my experience as both a
teacher and a teacher educator as well as my academic coursework. I know I bring a
specific subjectivity to this study. In this way, I see subjectivity similar to Peshkin (1988)
who says it is “like a garment that cannot be removed” (p. 17). Therefore, it is important
that I am transparent about my experiences and how those likely influenced the research
process. I discuss my background in great detail at the end of this chapter. I know often
subjectivity is perceived as a limitation in research; however, I see my educational
knowledge as critical to helping me render an honest portrayal of my participants’
classroom experiences.
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To be conscious of my subjectivity, I reflected on my experiences through written
journals and voice memos. I wanted to “name” my subjectivity or as Peshkin (1988)
states, identify the moments “when I felt moved to act in roles beyond those necessary to
fulfill my research needs” (p. 18). I wanted to be particularly cognizant of my
background as a teacher education supervisor, particularly with the participants I had
supervised. Through these journals and memos, I reflected on my insights to help bring
“unconscious into consciousness and thus open for inspection” (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 703). I
felt this process of journaling kept me grounded throughout the study.
Frameworks
The analysis of the data was guided by two frameworks: 1) CASEL’s Framework
for Systemic Social and Emotional Learning and 2) Self-Determination Theory (SDT).
These frameworks influenced my criticism by informing my data collection and data
analysis.
The CASEL’s Framework for Systemic Social and Emotional Learning includes
the five core dimensions of social and emotional competencies. These competencies, also
applied to K-12 students, support the development of teachers’ social and emotional
learning in order to optimize their classroom performance and their ability to promote
SEL in their students (Jennings et al., 2013). This framework recognizes the categories,
which informed the creation of these dimensions: the learning context, SEL of teachers,
and SEL of students (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). This framework provides me with
direction as to what social and emotional competencies look like when they are
operationalized in the classroom.
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CASEL situates the five competencies within a framework demonstrating how the
competencies both are influenced by contextual factors (see Figure 1). For example, a
classroom’s SEL curriculum and how a teacher models and instructs SEL influence the
students’ social and emotional skills. The other layers of the model include schools and
homes and communities. The model also demonstrates that social and emotional skills
learned in the classroom will influence how students’ SEL will influence the school
culture, home environment, and communities. It is important to note that this framework
was designed to guide schools’ SEL program implementation (CASEL, 2017). I will
primarily use the five competencies to guide my data analysis, whereas the study does not
intend to focus on the outer layers in the framework (eg., schools, homes and
communities).
While the framework provides a broad overview of SEL, I use the specific
indicators of the five social and emotional competencies to inform my data analysis (see
Appendix A). Through these indicators, I was able to articulate how SEC operationalized
through a participant’s classroom experiences.
I used self-determination theory (SDT), initially developed by Edward L. Deci
and Richard M. Ryan, to influence my analysis and identification of the tensions
experienced by my participants. Specifically, I used the three basic psychological needs
(e.g., competence, relatedness, autonomy) identified by the theory to guide how I looked
at the challenges faced by my participants (see Figure 5). SDT provides a broad
framework for understanding the factors that promote human motivation and
psychological flourishing (Ryan & Deci, 2017). SDT begins by embracing the
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assumption that all individuals have natural, innate, and constructive tendencies to
develop an ever more elaborate and unified sense of self (Ryan & Deci, 2002). According
to Ryan and Deci (2017), “the theory examines how biological, social, and cultural
conditions can enhance or undermine the inherent human capacities for psychological
growth, engagement, and wellness, both in general and in specific domains and
endeavors” (p. 3). According to the theory, the basic psychological needs of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness are needed for psychological health and growth, intrinsic
motivation, well-being, optimal functioning, and self-actualization (Ryan & Deci, 2002;
Ryan and Deci, 2017). Through applying this framework to first-year teachers, I gained
insight into the tensions they experienced.

Figure 4: Self-Determination Theory’s basic needs (Ryan & Deci, 2002).
Limitations
As with most studies, there are potential limitations in this study. First, the
participants in the study may not be conscious of how their social and emotional
competencies operationalize and/or influence their teaching practice. The inexperience of
the participants in the field of teaching may make it difficult for them to articulate their
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social and emotional competence. Experience tends to help teachers identify how
emotional and social awareness may have influenced their interactions, decisions, and
instructional practices.
Another limitation is that the study participants graduated from the same teacher
education program. The preparation program is unique because it uses a gradual release
model where its prospective teachers work in the same field placement for the entire year.
Including participants from different preparation programs may have elicited different
tensions and interpretations of classroom experiences.
Finally, all of my participants are white. While the teaching field is
predominantly, my study fails to show the potential differences in how a person of color
may have had different classroom experiences. For example, social awareness includes
cultural sensitivity. It is possible and more likely that a person of color would be more
sensitive and empathetic to the experiences of students of color.
About the Researcher
In educational criticism and connoisseurship, the learning environment is
“assessed largely on the basis of the critic’s own sensibilities and perception” (Flinders &
Eisner, 1994, p. 344). The use of educational criticism, a subjective mode of qualitative
inquiry, embraces the knowledge of the researcher; therefore, it is important for me to
disclose both my background in education and my positionality. The forthcoming
descriptions, interpretations, and evaluations in Chapters 4 and 5 will be influenced by
my background and positionality.

80

I graduated from a small liberal arts college with a degree in English Education, a
teaching license, and aspirations to change the lives of my future students. I started my
teaching career at a high school located 50 miles north of a large Midwestern city. The
students I taught were primarily white and from working class families. As the school’s
varsity girls’ basketball coach and one of five English Language Arts (ELA) teachers, I
quickly found myself embedded in the school’s culture.
From the outset, I struggled to develop my identity as a teacher. I worried about
how letting down my guard and letting my students witness any sign of vulnerability,
which I felt would compromise my effectiveness as a teacher. As a male and a coach, I
could sense that certain assumptions were made (by both teachers and students) about
how I should interact with students. Because I shared a classroom with the head football
coach/health teacher, I frequently informally observed his classes while I graded or
prepared lesson plans. He exuded a carefully crafted bravado, which intimidated some
students and endeared him to other students (mostly male). To my dismay, he also often
resorted to tactics of humiliation and threats to subdue the students into complying with
his instructions. I vowed to never teach like him. Observing him, I knew the teacher I did
not want to be, but I still found myself unsure of what being a great teacher looked like
and felt like for me. It seemed like I tried out different teach styles, often whimsically
fluctuating between teaching personas depending on the day and how confident I felt.
Each persona included bits and pieces of me, but I knew each of them also heavily
guarded my true disposition – fearful that I would be exposed as someone masquerading
as a competent teacher.
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Energetic and naïve, I could not foresee the challenges I would face as a young
teacher. For every success I experienced, I dealt with circumstances I felt ill equipped to
handle. Many of my students’ needs reached far beyond my role as a teacher. I can still
vividly recall sitting with one of my players after each practice to insulate her from the
potential harassment and abuse of a violent ex-boyfriend, while another student confided
in me his recurring thoughts of suicide. In another instance, a student under the influence
of drugs threatened to kill me if I didn’t let him enter the classroom to confront his
girlfriend. I struggled to process whether I handled these events correctly or to what
extent I should have been involved in these circumstances. Two years later I left my
teaching position and accepted a summer internship at a corporation.
Upon submitting my letter of resignation, a wave of relief washing over me, as if
a burden had been lifted from shoulders. To the inquiries of my friends and family, I
offered canned and scripted responses for why I chose to leave teaching. I couldn’t pass
up such a great opportunity. I can always return to teaching. In reality, I could not
articulate why I felt I needed to leave or whether I would ever return to teaching. As I
traded my classroom for an office cubicle, I felt the door slowly closing on my teaching
career.
During my time away from the classroom, I took time to reflect on my time in the
classroom. I knew my feeling of emptiness at the end of my two years had happened to
other teachers. Unfortunately, burning out and leaving the profession is not uncommon
for young educators (Ingersoll, 2013). However, I still felt a persistent tug to return to the
classroom. As I dug deeper into why I left, the reasons became more muddled. I felt
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competent in my content knowledge, energized by my interactions with students, and
supported by my colleagues. Finally, I pushed myself to look beyond classroom
practices, content knowledge, and support systems. Intuitively, I began to recognize the
importance of social and emotional competencies (e.g., self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, relationships, and responsible decision making). I did not use this
specific terminology, but I started to see how naming my emotions, the way I regulated
my emotions, accurately assessing my strengths and weakness, and the way in which I
connected with my students contributed to leaving me emotionally drained.
As the summer came to a close, I realized I was not ready to give up on a teaching
career. Fortunately, I found a teaching position one week before the start of the school. I
made a silent promise to myself that I would bring more of me to this new position,
where, again I taught ELA and coached basketball at a high school. More attentive to my
own emotional needs, I found myself able to be more present for my students. I noticed
my humor, life stories, and interests found a place in my teaching. As the year came to an
end, I felt like a much better teacher. I attribute some of my improvement to teaching
experience; however, I also felt a difference in my social and emotional competence. Not
only did I notice a difference in myself, but my students and colleagues recognized my
effectiveness in the classroom as well. At the end of the year, I was named the school’s
Outstanding Educator of the Year.
I would eventually teach in four different schools over the span of seventeen
years. Each teaching position provided me with an opportunity to learn about myself
through my students and my own reflexivity. Although, I still experienced the inevitable
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ups and downs of teaching, I felt better equipped to respond effectively to difficult
situations. I also regularly did “check ins” with myself. What did I need? How am I
showing up in my interactions with students? What will help me show up in the classroom
as the best version of myself? What routines put me in the best mindset? As I moved from
an early career teacher to an experienced teacher, I was offered an opportunity to be a
mentor teacher. I jumped at the chance to mentor a prospective teacher, and I realized my
knowledge and experiences could be beneficial to others entering the profession.
After a positive experience mentoring and excited about the opportunity to
continue in this capacity, I eventually left the classroom to pursue a doctoral degree. In
the midst of my graduate coursework, I accepted an offer to work as field supervisor. As
of this writing, I work with preservice teachers in a university’s teacher education
program. During my conversations with preservice teachers, we discuss classroom
management strategies, effective transitions, and clear learning objectives. Invariably,
however, many of these conversations tend to include topics related to social and
emotional learning. Preservice teachers want to discuss how to deal with emotionally
unpredictable students or how to address their own feelings of anxiety and uncertainty.
Many of them, like I did as a young teacher, intuitively recognize the importance of selfawareness, self-management, and social awareness.
During these conversations, I am reminded about the challenges I faced as a
novice teacher. Looking back, I realize I now know the question I could not articulate as I
submitted my resignation letter: Do I have the emotional capacity to be a teacher? It is a
question I never considered until I understood what is expected of teachers. For myself,
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and many of the teachers I have worked with, teaching is deeply personal. Parker Palmer
(2007) believes teachers lose heart, “in part, because teaching is a daily exercise in
vulnerability” (p. 17). While I believe teaching requires vulnerability, I believe teachers
often “lose heart” when they do not acknowledge their own vulnerability. The way in
which teachers “show up” in the classroom affects the learning environment and the
desire for students to learn. The current trend in education is to focus on how to support
the social and emotional needs of students. I see tremendous value in such an endeavor;
however, I am also hopeful more attention will be focused on the social and emotional
competence of teachers.
As an educational critic, I see a need to explore the social and emotional
competence of first-year teachers. Too frequently, policy makers make assumptions about
why teachers leave the profession. My background in education allows me to view the
social and emotional competency of new teachers through a unique lens. Because of my
experience as both a classroom teacher and supervisor of student teachers, I understand
the complexity of teaching and learning to teach. I am also cognizant of how the social
and emotional lives of teachers are unique to the individual. My hope is that my study
humanizes new teachers and sheds light on the importance of their social and emotional
well-being.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Introduction
In Chapter Four, I present the classroom experiences of the four participants in
this study. Their experiences were documented through classroom observations,
interviews, and weekly voice memos. I present the data through description,
interpretation, and evaluation in accordance with the educational criticism and
connoisseurship methodology. The intent is to allow the voices of the participants to
speak through the data while pairing the data with my interpretation as an educational
critic. The conclusions initiated through my description and interpretation of the data
foreshadow the themes I present in Chapter Five. At the end of each section, I turn to
evaluation (in Final Thoughts), which considers the evidence and then includes my
appraisal.
Although the line between description and interpretation tends to be blurred, both
are critical to understanding and making sense of each participants’ experiences. I present
the events and situations with such detail in an “attempt to identify and characterize,
portray, or render in language the relevant qualities” (Eisner, 2002, p. 230) of each
participant’s classroom experiences. My hope is that the details and thick description help
the reader envision or even to participate vicariously in the classroom encounters of the
participants. As Eisner (2017) notes, “There is a difference, sometimes a subtle one,
between the description of behavior, and its interpretation. Sometimes ‘straight’
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description is what one wants; but it is almost never adequate without interpretation, if
the effort is to understand the import of events or situations for people” (Eisner, 2017, p.
97). My educational acumen, accrued through my experience as a classroom teacher and
teacher educator, coupled with my knowledge of the participants and their context allow
me “to explain, to unwrap, and to explicate” the relevant experiences of the participants.
Through both description and interpretation, this chapter may also serve as a measure of
referential adequacy for any themes depicted in Chapter 5 (Eisner, 2017).
At the end of each participant’s section, I move into the evaluative aspect of
educational criticism. In my “Final Thoughts” for each participant, I consider the
evidence and then rely on my perceptivity as a researcher to render judgment. Judgments
are not made without careful consideration of the context and the data. Through my
evaluation, I show how my study may improve the educational environment, particularly
through the recognition of how social and emotional competence influences a teacher’s
instructional practice.
To paraphrase the primary research question, my inquiry is focused on how firstyear teachers’ social and emotional competence influence the way in which first-year
teachers navigate the tension they encounter while learning the art of teaching. The
secondary questions address how the participants’ social and emotional competence
operationalizes in the classroom and how the individual competencies influence their
sense of agency. The intention then in this chapter is to begin to address these questions.
The interpretations in this section are influenced by two frameworks: the
integrated framework of social and emotional learning and the framework of Self87

Determination Theory (SDT), both of which are explained in greater detail in Chapter
Three. The social and emotional learning framework influences how the interpretation is
presented as the language is often framed through the indicators for each of the social and
emotional competencies (see Appendix A). The indicators demonstrate how the
competencies of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills,
and responsible decision-making are operationalized.
Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2002) is a macro-theory of human
motivation, emotion, and development that takes interest in factors that either facilitate or
thwart the assimilation and growth-oriented processes in people. According to the theory,
optimal human functioning depends on the satisfaction of three basic psychological
needs: the need for autonomy, for competence, and for relatedness. The satisfaction of
these needs facilitates a person’s health and well-being, and when the needs are not met,
contributes to distress and ill-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The primary tension
experienced by each of the participants is initially identified by looking at the data
through the lens of the three basic psychological needs.
For each participant, I begin by providing an overview of each site, background
on the participant, and a classroom vignette. The vignette takes its lead from the tradition
of “small stories” (Georgakopoulou, 2004), where educators live “often parenthetically,
in small moments unseen and unheard within mega narratives of educational policy”
(Olson & Craig, 2009, p. 547). In these stories, I capture a snapshot of a typical
classroom experience for each participant; my hope is that these small stories enable the
“readers to get a feel for the place or process and where possible and appropriate, for the
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experience of those who occupy the situation” (Eisner, 2017, p. 89). I then include
relevant vignettes, which illustrate the primary tension as well as more subtle tensions
experienced by the participant. I conclude this chapter with a summary of these
descriptions, and then I transition to a more intentional discussion of the thematic
qualities of first-year teachers’ classroom experiences in Chapter Five.
Before I share my findings, I want to discuss how I begin to address the research
questions in this chapter. The series of vignettes for each participant highlights the
primary point of tension encountered by each participant. I view tension as similar to
when I am listening to music. At times, I turn up the music and it consumes me to such a
degree that I am not able to focus my energy on anything else. At other times, the music
is at a volume where it fades into the background, and my mental and emotional energy
can be directed elsewhere. The vignettes demonstrate moments where the tension is allconsuming as well as the times where it is almost imperceptible – even though it still
exists.
Through these vignettes, I highlight evidence of the five social and emotional
competencies. As the social and emotional competencies reveal themselves, I draw
connections as to how they help (or hinder) the participant as they navigate tension.
Finally, agency is often shown in examples where a participant makes a decision or is
reluctant to make a decision. After presenting the classroom experiences, I move into
how social and emotional competencies influence these moments.
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Bray Walsh, 6th Grade Social Studies
Introduction
Bray Walsh teaches 6th grade Social Studies at Oakfield Middle School (OMC), a
public school in a large urban school district. The school serves a primarily Latino
student population (87%) and a majority of the students (80%) are eligible for free and
reduced lunch. The school prides itself on being a high performing school, which
prepares students for high school, college, and beyond. In addition to its focus on
academic success, they promote character values such as integrity and perseverance.
A white male in his late 20s, Bray exudes both maturity and youthfulness in his
demeanor. He grew up on the East Coast of the United States and worked with at-risk
adolescents as a volunteer for both AmeriCorps and the Peace Corps before spending two
years employed at a nonprofit organization. During my first interview with him, he
comments about how his volunteer work with adolescents played a significant role in his
decision to become a teacher. Speaking about those experiences, he informs me, they
“did really affirm for me how much I love working with kids [and] how much I love
working on the front lines” (personal communication, Aug. 9, 2018). After a brief
unsatisfying stint working in an office, Bray reflected on when and where he felt the most
passion in his life. He remembered his experiences working with youth and decided to
pursue a career in teaching. Through a university’s one-year teacher education program,
he earned a Master’s Degree and teaching license before being hired to teach at OMC.
I meet Bray for our first interview on a warm August night at the university where
Bray recently graduated. After working with Bray as his university supervisor, we have
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already established a comfortable rapport. We engage in small talk for a few minutes
before moving to the interview. Just two weeks from beginning his first year as a teacher,
Bray speaks of his desire to create a collaborative classroom culture and to build strong
relationships with his students. He talks passionately about how good teachers cultivate
an atmosphere of mutual respect, care for each of their students, and find ways to
challenge their students.
I ask Bray if he has set any teaching goals for the year. He admits he has not set
any concrete goals; however, he does mention that he wants his students to demonstrate
growth and feel safe at school.
And I think the closest to a real concrete goal I have is that I want my students to
learn something and grow. And to be able to show some kind of growth. And
other than that, I just want them to know that there is a guy at their school that for
the next two years, at least, while they're at this middle school, whenever they're
going through something they can come back and talk to me about it. And they
have a place where they feel safe. They have a person they can trust, and they
know that someone has their back who cares about them. And that's the biggest
goal. (personal communication, Aug. 9, 2018)
As I listen to Bray, I notice how he lights up and gestures animatedly as he talks about
students he has yet to meet. I move our conversation to student goals. When he discusses
student academic goals, he tells me they are difficult to predict. It is not clear if this a
reference to the learning curve he faces as a new teacher or the myriad variables that can
affect middle school students’ academic progress.
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Our conversation eventually moves to discussing what concerns Bray as he enters
his first year of teaching. He mentions how he has let “kids get the better of him” in his
previous experiences working with adolescents. This is a nod to being too lenient when it
comes to enforcing expectations. Later in the interview, he goes into greater detail about
this tension. He says, “And I'm afraid that if I don't come out of the gate strong, then I
will just have an unproductive culture for the whole year” (personal communication,
Aug. 9, 2018). The statement foreshadows a prominent tension he will encounter. Bray
knows he is not naturally assertive; however, he has learned from experience the
repercussions of being too lenient with students. This tension will influence his
relationships with students, classroom structure, and curriculum decisions.
Classroom Vignette
“Lovely 4th period humans! Class is about to start.” Bray’s low voice rises
enthusiastically above the din of 6th grade students entering the room. His classroom still
bears the signs of a building constructed in the 1950s: tall windows canvas the east side
of the room and an outdated blue carpet sits underneath metal chairs and tables. On a wall
adjacent to one of two classroom doors, ten pennants, which are arranged in a circle,
broadcast the school’s five character values in English and Spanish. The brightly colored
pennants showcase values such as Leadership/Liderazgo and Curiosity/Curiosidad. The
front of the room, which sits between the two doors, includes a SmartBoard, a white
board, and a school-issued sign displaying Student Moves (e.g., hand raised with pointer
finger extended means a hallway request).
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In less than a minute, nearly every chair is occupied. The sea of students (27 are
in the class), with backpacks haphazardly slung on their shoulders on backs, chatter
excitedly as they find their seats. Many of the students wear hooded or zipped
sweatshirts, which seems appropriate given that it is March. A few of the students sport
light jackets as the temperature hovers just below 40 degrees outside. The classroom
tables and chairs are arranged in pods: two tables are pushed together, and two chairs sit
on each of the tables. The strategically placed pods create an aisle, which allows Bray the
ability to easily move in between the pods.
Bray wastes little time before starting class. Before the tone sounds, he quiets the
students’ conversations: “1, 2, I still hear a few side conversations, 3, 4, 4 ½, annnnnnd
5.” There is a gravity to his tone and demeanor. He leans one arm on a table in front of
the classroom and clicks a key on his laptop. On the SmartBoard screen, an image of a
Mayan statue appears next to the words See, Think, Wonder. Bray instructs the students
to begin the day’s Do Now. He asks them to generate a response to the statue: “What is
one thing you see? One thing you think. And one question you have.”
The students begin the task on their Google Chromebooks as Bray moves around
the room. He compliments their behavior: “You guys are on your way to earning some
Live School Points for the Do Now.”
After a few minutes, he asks for students to share their responses: “What did you
see?” A number of the students enthusiastically raise their hands. One boy, dressed in a
black sweatshirt and glasses with green frames, says it looks like an Ooompa Loompah.
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Bray chuckles, “Okay!” Another student says it looks there is a bird on its head. With
each response, Bray smiles before moving on to the next outstretched hand.
When Bray moves to the think and wonder, the responses show evidence of
deeper thinking. Anna, an exuberant girl with a pink Mickey Mouse sweatshirt, says, “It
looks like it’s dancing.”
A male student, who sits in the front of the room, asks, “Is that a statue of a god?”
Finally, another student says, “I think it represents something.”
Bray moves from response to response with minimal interruption; he does not
dismiss, nor does he lavish praise on the myriad responses. He wants the students to drive
this portion of the lesson. A noticeable grin appears on his face as he knows he has
planted the seeds of curiosity.
He shares with the students that the statue is the maize god. Not wanting to lose
the students’ initial excitement, he quickly prompts them to talk to their classmates about
whether their impression of the statue has changed with the revelation of new
information. He flicks on the front section of lights, illuminating the entire room. “Ok!
Turn and talk to your table!” Noisy conversations immediately start up.
Bray rarely rests while teaching. The sleeves of his maroon flannel shirt are rolled
up and the school ID and car keys affixed to the lanyard draped around his neck
occasionally jingle as moves from table to table. When he stops at a table, he eavesdrops,
adds comments, and makes sure students’ conversations remain on topic.
After bringing a close to the table conversations, he moves forward with the
lesson’s main objective: writing a claim. A large image of a fortune teller appears on the
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screen. The students’ jeers indicate they have seen this picture before. Bray emits a
“shhhh” to quiet them. In a lighthearted tone, he reminds them: “Yes, don’t be like Tilda.
She just makes things up.” He moves quickly to the next slide. On the screen, there is a
picture of Sherlock Holmes. Bray encourages them to be like the famous detective: “We
want to be like Sherlock Holmes. He uses evidence.” The students’ conversations drift
from the topic to what they will be doing during recess.
Bray pauses the conversations and his demeanor becomes more serious as he
scans the room. “I am just waiting for people to stop talking. 1, 2, 3.” The volume of his
voice increases as he becomes noticeably more agitated: “There should only be one voice
talking.” His irritation and displeasure are almost palpable. The students gradually return
their attention to Bray.
He picks up where he left off and explains the keys to a good claim. He wants the
students to remember their claims need to include strong evidence and the right words to
frame the evidence. Before letting the students begin working, he reminds them about the
opportunity to earn free time. He lets them go with “I should see every pencil in the room
moving.” As the students start to write, Bray turns on instrumental music and dims the
lights. The lesson has hit full speed.
Balancing Building Rapport and a Productive Learning Environment
“My biggest shortcoming is being too much of a softie.”
Bray begins his first year of teaching both excited and with some apprehension.
He looks forward to getting to know his students by engaging with them and starting to
build his classroom culture. His previous experiences working with youth have shown
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him that he is good at cultivating relationships. In our first interview, he reflects on
working with adolescents as an AmeriCorps volunteer: “Like I’m good at making them
feel pride. I’m good at making them feel positive about themselves” (personal
communication, Aug. 9, 2018). A key part of his approach at the beginning year is to
emphasize building meaningful connections with his 150 students.
In seeking to create an atmosphere where students feel safe and there is a feeling
of mutual respect, Bray prioritizes connecting with the students. He expresses confidence
in his ability to do this, yet he also worries about setting a permissive tone when it comes
to student behavior.
And so, on the one hand, yeah, I want to be warm and engaging and caring and
loving with these kids. But at the same time, I know that I'm good at that. And I
know that I can do that. And I know that if I'm not careful about setting the right
tone and being good with my classroom management upfront, that all that can go
away. (personal communication, Aug. 9, 2018)
Bray articulates a tension that bubbles to the surface early in the year. As he says in our
first interview, “I would say to this day probably my biggest shortcoming is being too
much of a softie, but at least I’m aware of it” (personal communication, Aug. 9, 2018). It
is not natural for him to be assertive; however, he needs to effectively manage student
behavior to facilitate a productive learning environment.
He settles on an approach where he emphasizes getting to know the students and
building strong relationships. It is an approach that feels comfortable to him versus
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starting with a more authoritarian approach. In our final interview, he reflects on this
strategy.
I think, at the beginning, relationships were my classroom management strategy.
So, basically, a kid would be acting up. I would just go over and talk to them. It
would work. It would be fine. But the problem was that it wasn't classroom wide.
When I started getting more than one fire, then that was no longer a tenable
strategy. (personal communication, June 10, 2019)
Bray demonstrates self-awareness as he recognizes his strengths and weaknesses as a
teacher; however, he shows less aptitude with his social awareness and relationship skills.
These are social and emotional skills that he has not mastered with this age group in this
context.
“I don’t even know what an 11 year old looks like.”
Early in the year, Bray’s lack of familiarity with 6th graders complicates his
attempt to balance building relationships with cultivating his desired classroom
environment. During his year as a student teacher, his only formal teaching experience,
Bray worked with high school students. In a memo he recorded close to the end of his
first year, he realizes the significance of his lack of inexperience working with this age
group.
Some of the most challenging things for me, I've never really worked extensively
with this age group…Working with this age group and understanding their limits,
their triggers, their emotional states, their behaviors, their attitudes, all of it. That
really was a challenge coming from an 11th grade classroom last year. It's funny,
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at the beginning of the year before school had started - over the summer when I
had this job but hadn't started it yet - I was trying to in my mind to picture what
my students would look like, and I was like, "I don't even know what an 11 year
old looks like. I can't picture that age in my mind." (voice memo, April 11, 2019)
Bray’s dearth of experiences with the age group influences how he builds rapport with his
students.
Despite his proficiency in building relationships in other settings, a gap exists in
his relationship skills with 6th graders. He knows the importance of connecting with his
students, yet he does not feel confident in how he should engage with them. He discusses
this in our final interview: “I didn't feel that way [confident] going into this year for a
whole lot of reasons. Because I was moving from 11th to 6th grade, I didn't even really
know how to interact with 6th graders yet, what the expectations needed to be, or how I
should even talk to them” (personal communication, June 10, 2019). Bray wants to
connect with his new students, yet he is mindful of his tendency to be permissive and
does not possess confidence in building relationships with this age group.
In an effort to build a positive learning environment, he decides to prioritize
relationships and community building by dedicating the first two weeks of the school
year to classroom culture. In these opening weeks, he emphasizes classroom norms such
as Respect everyone, always. Referring to this rule, he tells his students in the first week,
“If you remember anything from class today, this is it. This rule is so important because
every single one of you has an important story, an important experience” (voice memo,
Aug. 21, 2018). I sense Bray hopes he has set a good foundation, yet he also lacks the
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social awareness to take the perspective of his students and understand if his message is
resonating with them.
In the first two weeks with students, Bray feels like he is a good fit with the age
group. He says with exuberance in one of his early voice memos, “I love this age group.
Even when things are tough, I feel excited. I feel energized by the work” (voice memo,
Aug. 30, 2018). Students mention they like him because he is nice. While Bray
appreciates these comments, they also trigger his fears that he is being too permissive. He
acknowledges he is struggling to maintain expectations. He says, “I am, as I knew I
would, having trouble kind of being as assertive maybe as I need to be all the time”
(voice memo, Aug. 30, 2018). Despite feeling energized, this tension persists.
As Bray moves towards the end of his first month, his fears start to materialize.
He senses he has not been firm enough with holding students accountable for their
behavior. Bray begins to show his frustration to his students. In one class, he thanks the
students who are behaving and then admonishes the students who are “derailing the
class” and “being disrespectful to your classmates” (voice memo, Sept. 10, 2018). Bray
does not publicly name the disruptive students; however, he knows his frustration has
polluted his message.
But because I was emotional at the time and you know…that was probably the
first day my patience like visibly frayed a little bit. And so, I am not sure that’s
the message the kids received I guess is what I am trying to say. (voice memo,
Sept. 10, 2018).
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Bray recognizes he needs to enforce his expectations, yet he also does not want to
damage the still fragile relationships he has begun to cultivate in the first few weeks of
the school year.
The episode demonstrates Bray’s struggle to manage his emotions as his patience
begins to wear thin. Bray acknowledges the initial implications of his inability to manage
his emotions, yet he does not show an awareness of the broader implications on his
relationships with students and the classroom environment.
“Trying to find that clutch point.”
Bray vacillates between strictly enforcing relationships and being someone who
can joke and laugh with his students. He jumps back and forth between being a strict
teacher and his preferred relaxed, engaging persona. In one of his voice memos, he
discusses how he vacillates between the personas: “I don’t think I have found a good
balance yet between being the tough guy that kids respect as like an authority figure and
also being someone that they relate to” (voice memo, Sept. 13, 2018). In the process of
finding the right balance, what emerges is a teacher with duel personas.
This dichotomy and inconsistency, which surfaces in Bray, stems from his efforts
to understand how to best approach students, manage his emotions, and make good inthe-moment decisions. He is optimistic he can find the right balance; however, he lacks
the confidence to stick with one approach. Bray attempts to capture this complex
dichotomy in one of his memos. He uses the metaphor of a car with manual transmission
to help him articulate his approach.
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And [I’m] trying to find that clutch point again. I think I’ve mentioned my clutch
metaphor. If you’ve ever driven a manual or stick you know with every kid and
every moment and every one of those micro-decisions, you are trying to find that
perfect clutch point of coming down and not going too far. Letting them know
that they are not meeting expectations without going too far. If you mess up that
clutch point, if you go too far or not far enough, then you have totally screwed it
up. And it could have vast, unpredictable rippling consequences. And so, you are
constantly looking for that clutch point. (voice memo, Sept. 20, 2018)
Bray’s reflection demonstrates the relationship between multiple social and emotional
competencies. He acknowledges he needs to be aware of how he perceives a situation,
effectively manage his emotions, and then decide how to best communicate with his
students. This recognition shows his growth in both self-awareness and social awareness.
He has begun to see how his behavior influences his students.
A different persona, a compassionate Bray, also emerges in the classroom. In
these moments, which are free of negative emotions, he thinks more clearly. With the
benefit of clarity, Bray shows both self-awareness and social awareness. In one situation,
he realizes a student simply cannot sit through an entire class period.
I try to – like this one kid can’t sit down; [he] can’t sit still. So, I’ve kind of put
him off to the side where his wiggliness is a little bit less distracting. And I allow
him to stand up as long as he is not you know smacking stuff around and making
a ton of noise. As long as he isn’t jetting around the room talking to his friends.
You know if he wants to stand over there and kind of wiggle standing up while I
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teach then you know that’s fine. I have no problem with that. And I think he
appreciates that. (voice memo, Sept. 20, 2018)
In this situation, Bray is both accommodating and compassionate. He is able to take the
student’s perspective and identifies what will give this student the best opportunity to
learn within the constraints of the environment.
Bray also makes an effort to connect with students through one-on-one
interactions. He loops back to students who have misbehaved in class or have not
responded well to his push to enforce expectations.
I’ve really been able to repair some relationships this week and that has largely
been the result of sort of doing a better job of meeting kids where they are at. And
I still have some classroom management issues. I didn’t like solve the riddle this
week by any means but definitely some of those kids that I was struggling with –
basically I’ve tried to meet them where they’re at a little bit more. (voice memo,
Sept. 27, 2018)
He possesses the self-awareness to understand he communicate better in one-on-one
interactions with students.
Another persona in which Bray is strict and less inclined to engage with students
also emerges. In these moments - usually during whole class instruction - Bray assumes
an authoritative demeanor and prioritizes control and compliance. Cloaked in this
disposition, Bray is more apt to struggle to regulate his emotions.
One thing that really bothered me, looking at my teaching, was that over the first
6 weeks I got increasingly emotional, increasingly sort of harsh with the way that
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I responded to different behaviors. I found myself shouting “Don’t do” a lot and
things like that. You know it’s bad in sort of like anything you read will tell you
it’s bad. But it also just feels bad. It doesn’t feel like the way that you want to run
a classroom and the way that you want to have relationships with your students.
It’s stressful. It just makes class not fun. It makes it like a not good learning
environment. (voice memo, Oct. 4, 2018)
Bray’s reflection demonstrates the importance of both self-awareness and selfmanagement. He is becoming more aware of his emotions, yet he is not able to
effectively self-regulate his emotions, born out of stress, in these moments of agitation.
As the school year moves into the middle of October, Bray attempts to remedy his
classroom management issues by moving to a zero-tolerance policy. Through this policy,
he believes his decisions will be more objective and less likely to be influenced by his
emotions.
It is now a no-tolerance policy. It is something I really wish I had done from the
beginning of the year. It is definitely something I am going to be continuing to
practice for the rest of the year. I’m not going to argue with 6th graders. “Once is
all the times that I’m going to ask you. If you do not comply, then it will be
escalated.” (voice memo, Oct. 25, 2018)
In choosing this approach, Bray more quickly and firmly addresses behavior issues. Bray
feels more decisive; however, the students are not used to this firm approach. The
decision making, however, reflects a transactional approach to his relationship with
students, rather than evidence of responsible decision-making. He hopes the students will
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adjust to his clear expectations and consequences, yet he anticipates there may be some
resistance.
This stricter approach leads to confrontations with students. The students, more
accustomed to Bray’s tolerant approach, push back and assume he will not follow
through on his threats. For example, some of his students do not take the most serious
consequence, being sent to the student center, seriously. Bray’s frustration and desire to
hold the line create a toxic mix.
I at least felt like I had to kind of get up in their face a little bit and actually kind
of make it personal and maybe that wasn't the right move. But sometimes I really
would get up in their face and be like, "I need you to stop. It is extremely
disrespectful what you are doing right now." Having these kinds of very much in
your face, very combative, frankly kind of conversations with these kids, which I
think in many cases deteriorated my relationship with them. (voice memo, Dec. 8,
2018)
Bray acknowledges this is not his preferred way to handle disruptive students; however,
he feels like has no choice. He knows this approach hampers his relationships with
students; however, he also feels like he must establish his role as an authority figure.
Bray’s inability to effectively navigate the tension can be directly traced to his
lack of self-management. Succumbing to his emotions, his tension devolves into stress.
Unable to regulate his emotions, his emotions drive his decision-making. He forges ahead
and makes frustration-laden decisions, which include becoming confrontational with his
students.
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“I’m really, really sorry.”
Bray shares in one of his voice memos how his emotions have influenced his
decision
making. Bray experiences the repercussions of poorly framing questions on an especially
stressful day in October. Before I share what took place, I think it is important to show
that Bray began to recognize the significance of how he frames his conversations with
students. In a voice memo he recorded in September, he demonstrates he has become
more self-aware of the way in which emotions have clouded his message to students.
I think one goal I have for myself for sure though is trying to be more positive in
how I message things. I don’t think I am bad at it necessarily but, certainly with
30 kids in the classroom, sometimes I just like am really quick to jump to like a
corrective kind of reminder. And I think I would be much better served in a lot of
instances by framing things more positively, especially when it comes to the oneon-one conversations. (voice memo, Sept. 20, 2018)
He has become cognizant of how self-awareness needs to be complemented by selfmanagement to help facilitate thoughtful decisions within stressful situations.
Now, I will move to the situation Bray shared in a voice memo recorded in the
middle of October. The situation described in the memo demonstrates the repercussions
Bray experiences when he allowed his emotions to pollute his message.
The last period of the day has devolved into chaos. Bray’s 9th period class, the
same group of students he meets with during morning advisory, is his most difficult class.
The last five minutes of the period is set aside for students to put away their Google
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Chromebooks and binders for the day. It is an unstructured time that Bray says can be
messy. He tends to roll with the punches and allow this organized chaos to close out the
day. As he records in his voice memo, “It’s crazy and that’s fine” (voice memo, Oct. 14,
2018).
One day in October the intensity increases beyond its normal messiness. Bray
hears a noise and discovers a three-ring binder sprawled on the floor in disarray with
papers scattered everywhere. With just a few minutes left in the period, he quickly tries to
discern who is responsible for the mess. Bray does not want to pick it up, and he wants to
impress upon his students the importance of taking responsibility for their actions.
Bray begins to question those students in the vicinity of the binder. He tries to
remain calm, but his emotional state is frayed after a particularly challenging afternoon.
And unfortunately, I just had the 7th period class, which had made me insane. This
9th period class, which was you know crazy; I just wasn’t leading with the right
question. So, I asked one kid, “Hey, did you do this?” when I really should have
asked you know, “Did you see what happened?” And not lead with an accusation.
(voice memo, Oct. 14, 2018)
Bray approaches another student, Sofia, with a similar line of questioning. She does not
respond well to his tone or questions. Sofia tells Bray that he always blames her. She
eventually screams at him and bolts out of the classroom.
After the incident, Bray tries on a couple of different occasions to talk with Sofia.
She rebuffs these attempts and shows no desire to speak with him. Bray reaches out to the
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social worker who has a good relationship with Sofia. He communicates a message to her
through the social worker.
If you get a chance, please just express to her that it wasn’t my intent to pick on
her. And that I’m really, really sorry about the way that I phrased that question
because it wasn’t my intention to do that. (voice memo, Oct. 14, 2018)
The following day, Sofia meets with Bray. He starts the conversation by apologizing to
her. “And I said [I] was really sorry for the way that I handled that, and it was just
because I was stressed” (voice memo, Oct. 14, 2018). A remorseful Sofia responds with
an apology as well.
The incident pushes Bray to reflect broadly on 6th graders and his own missteps as
a new teacher.
But for a lot of these kids they just kind of fly into these impulsive hormonal
rages. And it can be triggered by you know me as a teacher being a first-year
teacher or being stressed and not responding the right way. It could be triggered
by something that happened with a friend. It could be triggered by something
totally incomprehensible to any of us, including the kid. They’re just a bundle of
hormones and they can fly off the handle. (voice memo, Oct. 14, 2018)
This incident serves as a catalyst, which enables Bray to recognize his role in his
students’ behavior.
Later in the year, Bray again takes responsibility for his actions. As he became
more rigorous in how he enforced classroom expectations, some students felt targeted
and pushed back. One student in particular, Stella, becomes increasingly defiant in class.
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According to Bray, she tries to undermine the class by shouting random comments to
throw off his instructions and openly refusing to follow directions. Finally, Bray sets up a
meeting with Stella and her mom. In the meeting, Bray explains her behavior and
emphasizes Stella’s potential to be a leader in the class. Then he acknowledges and
apologizes for his mistakes.
I explained…I am certainly aware that I made some mistakes as a first-year
teacher that probably hurt our relationship. I apologized for those and I said but at
the same time, I do need you to come to class and be respectful, and I want you to
be a leader, and if you are that person then we're going to get along great for the
rest of the year and there's not going to be many problems. (voice memo, Dec. 14,
2018)
Bray’s meeting does not necessarily fix his relationship with Stella; however, it stems the
negative energy and opens the door for rebuilding their relationship.
Bray’s growing recognition of his role in the classroom and his relationships with
students demonstrates his growth in self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship
skills. As he gains in his social and emotional competence in this context, he is more
readily able to understand the implications of his actions.
A Different Approach
Presentation Pen
Bray also enjoys moments where everything seems to fall into place; he finds a
comfortable balance between maintaining a positive classroom climate and being present
with his students. In a memo he records at the start of November, his third month as a
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teacher, he uses words such as confident and authentic to describe himself. It is a week
where feels like he interacts with the students and manages the classroom in a way that
feels comfortable for him.
He jokes in the beginning of the memo that a presentation pen he bought for less
than ten dollars has made the difference. The pen, which allows him to move PowerPoint
slides form anywhere in the classroom, frees him from being confined to his laptop at the
front of the room.
With the freedom to move around the room, he feels he can more easily monitor student
behavior. He describes how the unanticipated benefits of the pen: “And in turn it has
given me something that I didn’t really even know that it could me, which is the ability
and the freedom to be more authentically myself in the classroom” (voice memo, Nov. 1,
2018). With the pen, Bray can interact with students and get them back on task through a
more relaxed and engaging demeanor.
As he notes in his comments, the biggest benefit to the pen goes far beyond
managing student behavior. Bray does not take joy in being a “task master” or “coming
down on kids” (voice memo, Nov. 1, 2018). With the ability to roam the classroom, he
can use proximity or even short conversations to address student behavior. As his stress
level decreases, Bray feels more comfortable in the classroom. He says, “I am able to be
fully present with my students at all times” (voice memo, Nov. 1, 2018). As a result,
Bray’s self-efficacy and confidence improve.
Finally, Bray notices a difference in how he interacts with students.
Metaphorically, he loosens his grip on students. Bray associates this with his improved
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confidence: “As I become more confident managing my classroom, I am also more
confident giving my students freedom” (voice memo, Nov. 1, 2018). In one situation, he
approaches a girl who is “goofing off” with a relaxed attitude.
I went up to her and she was a 100% sure that when I came up, I was going to lay
into her. Instead, I just popped a squat next to her and was like, “Hey, what are
you doing for Halloween?” And it threw her totally off guard because I knew that
the rest of my class was more or less doing what they needed to be doing. And so,
I could take that time instead of just dishing out a consequence because I needed
to focus on three other fires, I could sit down and relationship build in that
moment. (voice memo, Nov. 1, 2018)
Bray’s improved self-awareness, demonstrated through his confidence and self-efficacy,
contribute to more responsible decision-making. He does not jump to conclusions and
uses a more relaxed approach to get students back on task.
Bray captures the interplay of social and emotional competencies towards the end
of his memo. He also subconsciously ties together how social and emotional
competencies directly influence a teacher’s well-being.
And so, everything has this sort of synergistic effect. As my class is more under
control, I am more comfortable being me. My kids are more comfortable being
around me because I seem like a human being. And so, they are more likely to
behave. They’re more likely to follow expectations. And it’s all just snowballing.
And I am loving, loving, loving it. (voice memo, Nov. 1, 2018)
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As Bray shows greater competence in his social and emotional skills, his well-being
improves as well. What is important to note is that Bray does not necessarily consciously
connect social and emotional competencies to his well-being. I mention this now because
he does this in a later vignette.
“Here’s the deal.”
I want to include a brief vignette, which initially I had included as part of a
different vignette. In November, Bray recorded a particularly compelling memo. In the
memo, he acknowledges missteps he has made, exercises agency, and seeks to improve
the classroom environment.
He records the memo at a point in the year where Bray is experimenting with
project-based learning (more on this in an upcoming vignette). During this phase, he is
struggling with student behavior. He knows he has given the students too much
independent work time, yet he also wants them to finish their projects. He recognizes he
has gotten increasingly irritated with students in class; therefore, he wants to talk with
smaller groups of students in the hallway. He exercises agency by asking one of his
colleagues to watch the students in the classroom as Bray pulls out groups of students.
In the hallway, Bray starts by apologizing to the students. He says he is sorry for
letting his frustration show and making them feel unwelcome in the classroom. The
apology is sincere, and Bray takes accountability for his actions. He tells his students,
You should feel welcome and safe here. And so, I pulled you aside, not because
you guys are in trouble, but because first and foremost I really wanted to
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apologize to you guys for how I treated you while we were struggling to get this
project done. (voice memo, Nov. 12, 2018)
The apology demonstrates the growth in Bray’s self-awareness and social awareness. He
recognizes how his emotions and tone influence the students and the classroom
atmosphere.
After the apology, Bray offers the students a deal. Given the context, it would be
easy to jump to the conclusion that Bray’s apology is not sincere. In this light, the
apology would be a mechanism to facilitate improved student behavior. Based on his tone
in this memo and other memos, I believe he is genuine. I think he cares for his students,
yet he is influenced by stress, so he prioritizes managing their behavior in this moment.
In the memo, he explains the deal he offers.
And so, here's the deal I'm going to offer you guys, I'm going to take some time
and sit down with all of you, and I'm going to actually just give you the answers
that you need. I'm going to give you the information, and all you have to do is
take notes, write it down in the graphic organizer. And then when I'm done, you
guys will have all the information you need to get started on your projects. And if
you guys play along and do what you need to do today and don't distract
yourselves too much while we're doing notes stuff, then I'll give you some Live
School points [reward system] and a piece of candy." (voice memo, Nov. 12,
2018)
Bray’s acknowledgement of his behavior, shown through the apology, demonstrates a
high level of self-awareness. His decision to negotiate with the students, which stems
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from stress and a desire for a better classroom environment, exhibits a transactional
approach to his relationships with the students. He respects the students as demonstrated
by the apology; however, he does not listen or invite their perspective. Bray wants the
students to behave during work time; therefore, he offers to provide them with the
answers they need for their graphic organizer as well as incentivizes them with the offer
of points and candy. He subconsciously subverts investing in teacher-student
relationships in order to improve the behavior of his students.
“I am building everything from the ground up.”
During late fall, Bray begins to experiment on a nearly weekly basis with his
teaching strategies. Given almost complete autonomy over his curriculum and class
structure, he tries different teaching strategies to see what he prefers and what setup
resonates most with the students. Bray explains the broad freedom he possesses in one of
our interviews:
Well, I think big part of it is that I didn't get a curriculum from this school. I'm
building everything from the ground up. I have a ton of leeway. Social studies, it
isn't attached to an assessment that students have to take, so there's a lot of leeway
in how I structure things. (personal communication, Nov. 16, 2018)
The freedom allows Bray to be responsive to his students; however, it also leads to a lack
of consistency.
A key factor driving his frequent experimentation is his desire to increase student
engagement, which he believes will reduce classroom management issues. He explains
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how he believes student engagement and classroom management are related to each other
in our interview at the end of the year.
But the other huge piece is engagement. A lot of times, it would just be like,
"Okay, well, maybe I'm having classroom management difficulties because
students aren't engaged. How can I get them engaged in this content?" (personal
communication, June 10, 2019)
He bases his instructional and curriculum decisions primarily on what he observes and
the informal feedback he receives from students.
In November, I observe Bray during a week where he is experimenting with
project-based learning. I arrive a few minutes before the start of the class, and Bray
directs me to a place where I can sit. A minute later, a cacophony of both English and
Spanish chatter fills the room as students enter the room and plop down their backpacks.
Bray greets them with instructions, “Alright, class is about to start. You may talk for the
next minute, but you should be in your seat.”
Once everyone is seated, Bray wastes little time jumping into the day’s lesson. He
holds his right hand up and counts down, “1, 2, 3, 4, 5. Thank you for being ready to go.”
After the students complete a Do Now, Bray puts up a meme of the actor Will Ferrell as
the famous character “Elf”. The meme says, “I love setting goals! Setting goals is my
favorite.” Bray asks the students to set a goal for their project time. The students are
working on a project related to different indigenous tribes who lived in the United States
before colonization.
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Conversations start to surface as students work on setting their goals. Bray rises
from his laptop, “1, 2, 3, 4, 5. The expectation is that you are writing a goal silently.”
After a couple of minutes, Bray stands up and tries to get the students’ attention.
After a few unsuccessful attempts, he says, “We need to practice this getting the attention
of the class. When I say we need to get working, your voices should be off. When I raise
my hand like this, the expectation is that your voices will be off.”
He proceeds to practice getting the students’ attention by counting to five. After
practicing a couple of times, he seems satisfied and moves on to the Wheel of Fate. Bray
dramatically presses a key and the wheel on the screen spins before stopping at a name. It
lands on Antonio.
He turns to Antonio, “What are your goals?”
Antonio responds, “I want to complete three slides.”
“That is a good specific goal,” Bray replies with a tone of encouragement.
Bray starts the process of releasing his students to their work time. “Last two
things I’m going to say and then I will shut up.” He laughs, and I hear a few students
laugh as well. He tells them their projects will be due in two days and that providing
details will be important for earning a good grade.
Finally, he adds, “You have 20 minutes. I will check in with everyone at 10
minutes.”
Bray moves around and stops to assist students or answer questions. He spends a
few minutes with a girl who has been absent for a couple of days. He shows patience and
attentiveness as he answers her questions and advises her on how to complete the project.
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Eva, a girl with long black hair and blonde highlights, struggles to stay on task.
She wanders around the classroom and chats with friends.
Bray tells her, “Eva, you need to sit down. I want you be in that seat and do not
move.”
She replies with an air of cheerful defiance. “I can’t.”
Bray struggles to suppress his agitation. “Well, then you need to fill out a refocus
form.” He then points to two seats. “You can move either here or there.”
She starts to move to a seat near her friends. It is not one of the seating options
offered by Bray.
He stammers, “Nope not that one.”
She eventually moves to one of Bray’s options.
Bray moves on to a group of girls. He compliments them, “This is looking great.
Do you have any questions for me?”
The period is nearly over. Bray stands and scans the room. He lets out a sigh and
then tells the students they can start to pack up.
A few days after my observation, I interview Bray in his classroom. Without
much
prompting he talks about the lesson I observed. He says, “Honestly, that last week, again,
there's a million things I would change about it” (personal communication, Nov. 16,
2018). One thing he would change is the amount of project time he gave to the students.
After losing some instructional days, he felt forced into giving students more project time
than he would have preferred.
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He sees benefits and drawbacks to the project-based learning approach. He prefers
interacting with small groups of students, which he can do while the students work
independently or in small groups. He likes that many of the students were engaged, and
he “got to walk around and talk to them and answer questions. I do really like that stuff”
(personal communication, Nov. 16, 2018). While Bray sees positives to his recent
changes, he acknowledges there are issues.
The frequent changes to his classroom approach create what he calls “a whiplash”
for students. He recognizes there are repercussions for the students due to this lack of
consistency. He shares this sentiment in a voice memo he recorded on the day I observed
his class.
And to date, I have been overreacting and swinging too far from side to side in
terms of how much structure I'm going to provide, how independent the work will
be, how teacher-directed it will be. And every week, it has flip-flopped who had
benefits and who suffers. And at any given time, I am serving some students
better than I was the previous week and some students worse than I was the
previous week. (voice memo, Nov. 12, 2018)
Bray knows he is personally gaining a better sense of his preferred teaching style through
this “trial and error”; however, he recognizes the drawbacks eventually will force him to
develop a more consistent approach. In December, after about six weeks of trial and
error, he records in a voice memo, “I resolved, to some extent, at that point, to maybe
scale back the amount of experimentation that I've been doing. I've tried a lot of different
things and I've learned a lot from those efforts, successful or not” (voice memo, Dec. 6,
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2018). The curriculum and structure decisions he makes have been influenced by his
classroom management concerns.
Through my interviews and observations of Bray, I can sense some form of
project-based learning is the style of teaching that resonates most with him. His
experimenting provides a way for him to work through logistics, but they also highlight
his still developing social and emotional skills. Through each different foray into projectbased learning, Bray becomes more self-aware; however, his deficiencies in the other
competencies limit his ability to successfully execute his lessons. For example, his lack
of self-management undermines his classroom management effectiveness. Bray’s voice
memo indicate he recognizes his growth, yet he also voices his frustration at not
developing at a faster pace.
“I’m actually in a great mood.”
After returning from winter break, Bray commits to a new tone. The style builds
off of what had emerged in the months leading up to the break where he attempted to find
a balance between an authoritarian tone and a relaxed, engaging demeanor. He
approaches students who are not following expectations with a clear explanation of the
consequences, communicates with them in a less personal tone, and does not negotiate or
bend on the consequences. He hopes this new strategy will also help him more effectively
manage his emotions.
The students immediately pick up on the different approach. In one of his classes,
they believe Bray’s impersonal tone reflects his mood.
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They were like, "Oh, you seem like you're in a bad mood." I was just like, "Nope,
I'm not in a bad mood. I'm actually in a great mood. We're just not going to have a
class for this coming semester like we had last semester. This class is just going to
look fundamentally different for this semester and I'm setting the tone now."
(voice memo, Jan. 10, 2019)
Adopting this style transforms both how he conducts class and the way he views his
students.
Bray’s dramatic shift, particularly his attentiveness to maintaining classroom
expectations, subconsciously moves him to view his students through a bunker mentality.
Through this mentality, he characterizes his students as volleying attacks that he must
successfully defend to maintain a productive learning environment. His descriptions of
his student are not malicious, but they are an indication of the vigilance Bray feels he
must sustain, which is easier to do by creating some distance from his students.
Tuesday was miserable because here's the thing, as a first-year teacher, you are
sort of in a constant struggle with 30 classroom students. A lot of that time it's sort
of a cold war and things are fine. But when students sense vulnerabilities, they
will begin to exploit them. As more vulnerabilities appear, then other students pile
on. When you're sick and you come to school and you can't bat away the
incoming assaults, then the chinks in the armor form faster and more students feel
emboldened to exploit them. Soon you have lost and that is what happens. (voice
memo, Jan. 10, 2019)

119

Bray’s emphasis on a bunker mentality also provides a justification for a more aggressive
approach when responding to disruptive students.
That's something that I think is getting better and you know… have those
consequences and behavior corrections be as impersonal as possible so you're not
getting invested in them and you're not letting that [bad interaction] happen. I
think I'm getting better about that as the year goes on...because students are trying
to put the hooks in you sometimes when you have those interactions, and so
trying to figure out how not to let that happen and how to keep the interaction
again just as detached and impersonal as possible so that they don't sort of drag
you into a situation where you're going to feel bad about it later. (voice memo,
Feb. 28, 2019)
Bray’s hopes using a more detached tone will also decrease power struggles and negative
interactions with students. This approach seeks to compartmentalize Bray’s role as a
disciplinarian, while he hopes he can use one-on-one interactions to build or repair
relationships.
Bray’s hope is that his new approach brings back a semblance of order to his
classes; however, his ultimate goal is to create a fun, dynamic classroom. As he
comments in a voice memo, “I’ve kind of realized this week is that I also don’t want to
run a sort of sterile, iron clad room” (voice memo, Jan. 10, 2019). He knows he has
shifted back and forth between an authoritarian and permissive style, yet he feels like he
is “dialing it in” to where he can envision his preferred classroom environment.
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I want to run a room and that's a room where we can laugh and have some fun and
be a little silly. But in order to have that room, I also have to make sure that I can
trust students to meet expectations when, at all times, but especially when I really
need them to on the big things. (voice memo, Jan. 10, 2019)
For now, Bray feels like the new, directive tone is necessary; however, his desire remains
to fall back to a less authoritarian style where there is less tension between his students
and him.
“Engage in our democracy as active citizens.”
While Bray does not set specific goals at the beginning of the year, he does speak
passionately about certain skills he wants his students to develop. These skills have been
set aside in some instances as he has worked to create a productive learning environment.
In our first interview, he emphasizes imparting on his students the importance of
advocacy. He says, “I mean advocacy is such a transferable skill, and it’s so important to
every part of their lives” (personal communication, Aug. 9, 2018). He provides examples
such as a female advocating for equal pay. As our conversation continues, Bray’s passion
for social justice comes to light.
And at the end of the day, that change is going to come from an informed,
passionate, compassionate, conscious electorate in the communities. And so, a big
part of my role is not just on the individual level helping kids be the best that they
can be, but also helping a community be the best that it can be. (personal
communication, Aug. 9, 2018)

121

Although Bray does not state it as a formal goal, his value of social justice will be
embedded in his teaching and a critical barometer of his success as a teacher.
Bray’s belief in the importance of social justice, which materializes through skills
like advocacy, highlights what he deems to be his most successful project. He starts the
project by informing the students that they can write a letter to President Donald Trump.
According to Bray, they immediately “got all up in arms about all the things” they could
say to the president (voice memo, Jan. 24, 2019). Bray has effectively spurred their
interest. He eventually encourages students to choose a state representative, who may be
more likely to read the letter.
Bray acknowledges the project is a risk because it occurs in January, and he is still
struggling to effectively manage student behavior. The letter writing requires a lot of
independent work time, so he knows there is the potential for the class to devolve into
chaos. To support the project and the students, he invites other teachers into his classes to
help the students. Teachers with prep periods attend to students who have questions,
proofread letters, and provide students with important one-on-one assistance. The
presence of the additional teachers also takes pressure off of Bray to take sole
responsibility for managing student behavior. This is both an example of agency and
indication of Bray’s recognition of his strengths and weaknesses as a teacher. He knows
the the project will not be successful without support from the teachers.
The project in Bray’s words is “wildly successful” (personal communication, June
10, 2019). The students produce compelling letters embedded with powerful, personal
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stories. At the conclusion of the project, Bray articulates how the activity reflects his
vision for how he wants to approach teaching social studies.
I'm just really happy that these kids had the opportunity to take a stand on an
issue, to get informed about something, and to express their voice, and make
themselves heard, and engage in our democracy as active citizens. I mean, for me,
really that is probably my foremost objective as a social studies teacher is to
empower kids with the knowledge and skills to transform their communities in
their countries and to create change when there are things going on that they don't
like. (voice memo, Jan. 24, 2019)
Bray’s memo illuminates the pride he feels in the project’s success.
The project captures Bray exercising agency, his willingness to take a risk, and
his growing confidence. He possesses the self-awareness to understand what he needs to
make the project work. He then exercises agency by asking for the support (e.g., other
teachers) he needs to help with attending to and managing his students. This is a risk on a
number of levels: Bray exposes himself to scrutiny from other teachers and he has never
previously attempted a project like this. Finally, Bray possesses the self-confidence to
attempt such an ambitious project, given that other project-based learning activities have
not been successful.
Looking to Next Year
“It’s wearing on my relationships.”
While Bray enjoys success with his letter writing project, he still generally
employs his new strict tone. He stays on top of student behavior and issues consequences
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quickly and dispassionately. The repercussions of the new approach materialize over
time. His commitment to immediately addressing behavior infractions often comes at the
expense of investing in relationships.
He notes he has become increasingly direct and less concerned with trying to
understand the student’s perspective. In one voice memo, he articulates the difference in
how his new approach has influenced how he handles disruptive students. Before
adopting this new tone, he would look for an opportunity to address the student through a
private conversation. He would engage in the conversation through a growth mindset. He
briefly summarizes this approach by recreating what he would say to a student.
"Hey, I know that you can do better and I've seen you do better, and I really just
want to make sure that you can succeed in this class. And I'm doing everything I
can to help you succeed in this class. And right now, you know, I feel like this is
kind of getting, when you're learning a little bit, what can we do?" You know,
those are conversations I used to have a lot and now I have very few of those
conversations. (voice memo, April 19, 2019)
His previous approach prioritizes building a rapport with students and demonstrates a
growth mindset.
Bray continues in the voice memo to explain his new direct, impersonal approach.
He acknowledges this affects his relationships with students.
Now it's a lot more, sort of, directive and you know, often public just sort of like,
"Hey, Alex stop that." You know, [it’s] obviously better than that, but still, I mean
the feel and the tone is really what I'm trying to communicate here. And again, it's
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public and it's firm and it's sometimes punitive. And so, I am now realizing the
toll that doing that every day is having. It's wearing on my relationships, and it's
making those directives less effective. (voice memo, April 19, 2019)
Bray realizes his approach has affected his relationships with students, yet he also sees
improved behavior and more compliance. The classroom is less chaotic, and most of the
students follow classroom expectations on a more consistent basis.
The fallout of his new impersonal and detached style is a deterioration in his
relationships with students. In the first part of the year, Bray invested time in correcting
behavior through conversations. As noted, this approach helped Bray build relationships
with students, but Bray also felt like it allowed students to exploit his permissive nature.
When he becomes stricter and engages less with his students, the relationships begin to
break down.
And I realized that I didn't quite have the relationship to back up what I was
asking them anymore. A month ago, I wouldn't have said that. A month ago, I
would've said that, you know, I could go up to a kid and have a good conversation
with them and, you know, get the behavior I needed or, at least, plant a seed that
the next day they'd come in and we'd be a little bit on better terms and then I
could get them to do what I needed. So those are, you know, but now it's like I'm
trying to enforce these expectations, but I actually don't know if I have the
relationship with some of these kids anymore that I thought I did - that I sort of
took for granted pretty recently. (voice memo, April 19, 2019)
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This is a shocking revelation for Bray because he has prided himself on his ability to
build relationships.
The break down in relationships demonstrates the importance of social awareness
and relationship skills. Bray’s focus on compliance and order in his classroom have led
him to be less empathetic and concerned about the perspective of his students.
Additionally, he has chosen a communication style predicated on limited interaction in
which he does not prioritize listening to his students.
“I feel like next year I will be an effective teacher.”
Bray frames his missteps with relationships through a positive lens by
acknowledging his inexperience with the age group, using this year to help him next year,
and developing a better understanding of how to manage his emotions. He comments in a
voice memo, “And I think next year will be easier…I don't want to say I was scared of
the kids at the beginning of the year, but I definitely didn't know about the age group, and
it showed” (voice memo, Jan. 17, 2019). In a later memo, he recognizes how stress
influences the way in which he communicates with students.
It has a lot to do with my stress. And as I become increasingly stressed and
frustrated with my classes, how that results in a more sort of blunt and punitive
kind of messaging and attitude and body posture and language and approach. And
it all seeps into the next situation. (voice memo, April 19, 2019)
In the face of adversity, Bray’s optimism sustains his effort and ability to glean
knowledge from these trials and tribulations.
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Despite the setbacks Bray experiences, he does not dwell on his missteps. He
maintains a positive outlook on his teaching and usually frames adversity through a
growth mindset. A key reason for this mindset is that he recognizes there is a steep
learning curve for teachers. For Bray, part of what attracted him to teaching is the
challenge it presented to him. After working in a non-profit position where in a short time
he felt he had mastered the job, he tells me, “I deliberately chose a profession [teaching]
that I would never be perfect at” (personal communication, June 10, 2019). This
comment demonstrates Bray’s fortitude as well as his approach to learning how to be a
teacher. He does not expect to master his craft in one year.
Bray measures his progress and success by filtering his performance through the
lens of what he believes is typically expected of a first-year teacher. He knows progress
will often be incremental, but he also recognizes he is establishing a foundation for his
second year.
Sort of seeing success in discrete efforts, be it formative assessments or
relationship building or classroom management and whether or not I am calling
the sort of package of first year teaching that I've done a success is...I don't think I
would say that I am successful by the standards I would have two or three or four
or five years from now. But I do feel like I have had enough success in discrete
areas. The things I just mentioned that I feel like next year I will be an effective
teacher, and I will be successful by sort of less subjective standards. (voice memo,
Feb. 8, 2019)
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Through this mindset, Bray can effectively use even the most difficult moments as
learning experiences.
Framing his experiences with an awareness of the challenges teaching presents to
neophytes like Bray allows him to maintain his optimistic perspective. He often
characterizes his most difficult experiences as opportunities for growth. In one situation,
which occurs after he has been teaching for almost six months, he describes dealing with
a problematic relationship with a student. He recognizes he has made a few mistakes in
his interactions with the student; however, he then discovers a way to start to repair the
relationship. This experience sparks him to reflect on what he has learned about
relationships with students in one of his voice memos.
And I think next year will be easier. To be honest, I don't want to say I was scared
of the kids at the beginning of the year, but I definitely didn't know about the age
group, and it showed… And so, I'm excited next year to be able to start the year
with that knowledge, and start the year being able to build those relationships
from day one. (voice memo, Jan. 17, 2019)
In reflecting on these challenges, Bray often frames the experiences as evidence of how
his confidence has grown and positioned him to be a better teacher next year.
But even with those students where I've really kind of screwed up, in my opinion,
I have righted those wrongs…But more to the point, I know that next year I will
be able to do that from day one and I'll know how to circulate and how to get kids
to open up and how to show interest in what they're doing and what they think is
important. How to effectively present myself and how to lead by example. So
128

those are all things I'm just vastly, incalculably more confident in than I was at the
beginning of this year. (voice memo, Feb. 8, 2019)
Through this optimism, Bray also depersonalizes some of his students’ disruptive
behavior. He can let it roll of his back; therefore, it does not stay with him and eat away
at him.
In a February voice memo, he specifically talks about the difficulty of being a
first-year teacher.
I think for a lot of teachers - and rightfully so - the expectations are somewhat low
your first year. And so, for me, I really just wanted to come away from my first
year. People say, "Oh, just survive your first year." That's sort of the bottom level
expectation for your first year of teaching and I aimed a little bit higher than that.
I really just wanted to come away from this year, even if I didn't feel this year was
successful. My measure of success for this year was knowing that I can be a
successful teacher moving forward. (voice memo, Feb. 8, 2019)
Bray does not dismiss the importance of his first year, rather he acknowledges the steep
learning curve for neophytes in the profession.
Through this growth mindset, Bray views his first year as a success. He believes
he has proven he can be a successful teacher, which gives him confidence that he will be
a better teacher in his second year.
So, for me this year has really been a really, really strong success. And again, it's
not because I feel like I've been a particularly effective teacher. Although, I don't
think I've been a bad teacher this year. But really because I... Looking at these
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different components by which I will be measuring my success moving forward,
again, my classroom management and relationship building and lesson planning
and all that stuff, that I feel personally that I have grown and acquired skills that
will make me successful by a more objective measure next year. (voice memo,
Feb. 8, 2019)
I wonder how Bray would have viewed his first year if he compared himself to veteran
teachers. I think the way he frames his first year indicates a high level of self-awareness,
while also acknowledging the complexity of teaching.
“I needed to get that off my chest.”
Throughout the year, Bray embraced reflecting and processing his experiences
through the voice memos. I could see how Bray benefited from talking through his
experiences as he would occasionally record bonus voice memos; therefore, it feels
appropriate to end Bray’s section with a vignette based on one of his bonus voice memos.
Bray provided three bonus memos during the year. I always appreciated these additional
memos, and I found they often were Bray’s means to work through a nagging concern or
experience. He would often comment at the beginning or at the end one of these memos,
“I needed to get that off my chest.”
During the middle of April, when Bray is just a month from the end of the year,
he records a bonus voice memo after a particularly difficult week. He starts the memo by
stating every class he is teaching is “just out of control” (voice memo, April 19, 2019).
This is atypical for Bray as normally he describes just his two afternoon classes as being
difficult to manage. It is rare for him to speak in a defeated tone.
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Also, I notice the difficult moments from this week stay with him even after he
leaves for the day. He says, “And it's really kicking it out of me. I mean I'm going home
right now just with a pit of stress in my stomach and in my back” (voice memo, April 19,
2019). This is also unusual for Bray. As mentioned in the previous vignette, he often
frames even the most challenging moments as opportunities to learn.
Bray processes and reflects on this “pit of stress”. He comes to the realization that
his well-being is vital to his effectiveness as a teacher. “And one thing that I'm sort of
trying to, that I was reflecting on that I think is valuable for you is just how important
personal care is” (voice memo, April 19, 2019). He cognitively understands how to be an
effective teacher, yet he now sees how his knowledge needs to be complemented with
managing his stress level. For example, he knows from his teacher education training the
importance of consistently maintaining expectations. He comments about how his wellbeing influences the way in which he maintains these expectations: “And a lot of what it
comes down to as a teacher, your ability to do it [maintain consistent expectations] is
your stress levels, your sleep levels” (voice memo, April 19, 2019). Initially, Bray
connects his well-being to his effectiveness as a teacher.
As he continues in his memo, he cites more specific examples of how feels the
impact of stress on his teaching.
And so now trying to figure out what a better balance is, I'm realizing it also has a
lot to do with those things that we think less about. It has a lot to do with my
stress. And as I become increasingly stressed and frustrated with my classes, how
that results in a more sort of blunt and punitive kind of messaging and attitude and
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body posture and language and approach. And it all seeps into the next situation.
And that spirals, because it makes you less successful in trying to mediate the
next situation. And so, you get a little bit more frustrated and so you're a little bit
more acerbic next time you deal with a situation or whatever. And the cycle
continues on. (voice memo, April 19, 2019)
Through this section, Bray consciously connects his well-being to his social and
emotional competencies. For example, he discusses managing his emotions, his
communication style, and his decision-making. He also implicitly discusses how this
cycle can lead to more serious consequences as a teacher can fall into a cycle of negative
behavior.
Finally, at the end of the memo he steps back and takes a more expansive look at
his teaching. He reflects on how even little moments can eat away at a teacher’s wellbeing. He sees the complexity of teaching and how neglecting even small parts can have
serious consequences.
So it's all connected to be cliché again…Because if you're stressed from planning
and your planning isn't as good as it needs to be, then you're coming in, then you
have loose planning, then you have more behavior issues, then you're acting
poorly in response to those issues. It's really crazy how all those little things can
add up and take little chip shots at you and put chips in your armor and just one
thing leads to another and it sort of spirals. So now I'm thinking about, well,
knowing that this is happening, what can I do? (voice memo, April 19, 2019)
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It is as if Bray pushes the last piece of the puzzle into place. He knows every piece is
important, yet he also knows how difficult it was to put the puzzle together.
In my attempt to use a metaphor to explain social and emotional competencies, I
am going to use the puzzle. It just happened to come to mind. A teacher with competent
or exemplar social and emotional skills can refer to the picture on the box as they put the
puzzle together. A teacher who is still developing their social and emotional skills does
not have a picture and scrambles to put together what seems like random pieces. Bray’s
realizations at the end of the demonstrate the importance of finally getting a chance to see
the box.
Final Thoughts
During his first year of teaching, Bray wrestles with how to align his personality
with effective teaching. Bray is cognizant of this tension, which persists throughout his
first year of teaching. He does not feel confident or comfortable being assertive, so he
moves back in forth between extremes: from focusing on building relationships with
students to aggressively confronting students’ disruptive behavior. He entered the year
with a desire to cultivate meaningful relationships with students, yet he experiences
situations where his class devolves into chaos.
Bray’s vignettes demonstrate the importance of regulating one’s emotions. When
Bray experiences stress, he frequently struggles to manage his emotions. Emotions such
as frustration created rifts in Bray’s relationships with students. He also notices his
decision-making is impacted by his stress level. When overcome by stress, he is quick to
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confront students and then seeks the fastest way to quell the disruption – even if it does
not honor the students’ perspectives or come from a place of compassion and empathy.
Despite the challenges he faces, Bray displays growth in his social and emotional
competence. He develops the self-awareness to accurately perceive his strengths and
weakness and to the build the confidence to take instructional risks. He also demonstrates
growth in his social awareness after beginning the year with almost no knowledge of 6th
graders. As the year progresses, he feels more comfortable taking the perspective of his
students and exhibiting a willingness to admit when he has made a mistake.
I benefitted immensely from Bray’s candor and loquacity. He provided me with
an unfiltered look at his experiences during his first year of teaching. While I could not
share all of his voice memos, I listened to every voice memo and culled the most
insightful reflections for his vignettes. Through the ups and downs of his first year, Bray
learned valuable lessons and maintained his optimism and a growth mindset. It is easy to
predict that Bray will continue to grow and improve as a teacher in large part because of
how he frames his experiences. He acknowledges each misstep as a moment to learn and
uses his experiences to improve his instructional practice.
Response from Mr. Bray Walsh
Hi Dan,
One of the reasons I wanted to be candid was because I knew this was likely to be the
purest and most invested feedback I was ever likely to receive... and this exceeded my
wildest expectations. This is so enormously instructive, the highest-quality feedback I
have ever received from anyone. I honestly can't thank you enough.
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Second, you are a very skilled writer. This very clearly synthesizes a vast constellation of
data into themes, patterns, insights, and narratives. It's a shocking but illuminating zoom
level (only the kind of feedback a dissertation, apparently, can provide).

Reading this now, in February of my second year, is a really remarkable opportunity. I
am building better relationships with students this year, while holding them to much
higher behavioral and academic standards but now, as then, I know how much I still need
to improve. The tension you described persists. It still deteriorates my relationships with
students, and it still undermines the quality of their classroom experience and education.

You have more than met your end of the bargain with this, but as you know I aim to be
good at this, and I put a premium on feedback. As an added favor, would you mind
helping me think through how I can apply this to my classroom structures, routines,
systems, and expectations next year? Also... nothing's certain but there's a strong
possibility I will end up as 6th grade team lead next year, so I'm also interested in your
thoughts on that, as well.
Again, my deepest gratitude -- and congratulations! You're almost there.
Bray
(personal communication, Feb. 11, 2020)

135

Amaya Martin, 7th Grade Science
Introduction
Amaya Martin teaches 7th grade science in a small town, where mountains beckon
ski enthusiasts. In her late 20s, she teaches at Elkhorn Middle School (EMS), which sits
on a spacious campus that also includes the elementary school and high school. EMS
promotes a holistic approach to educating their students, while also emphasizing
collaborative relationships between teachers and students. In the spirit of collaboration
and community, the students refer to their teachers by their first names. The student
population is predominantly white and most of the students are from middle to upper
class socioeconomic backgrounds.
Amaya begins her first year of teaching after recently graduating from a year-long
teacher education program at a university. In contrast to a typical new teacher, Amaya’s
resume includes an array of informal and formal teaching experiences: teaching adult
students in Southeast Asia, a stint as a long-term substitute teacher, and two summers
teaching at a summer outdoor education institute. In our interview before the start of the
school year, she mentions how these teaching experiences opened her eyes to how much
she enjoyed working with young people.
These experiences also revealed to Amaya the importance of addressing certain
gaps in her instructional practice she wanted to address before becoming a full-time
teacher. These gaps in her teaching skill set prompted her to seek out a teacher education
program to refine her instructional practice. She does not specify the gaps in her skill set
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in our interview, but she acknowledges she needed to gain more confidence in her
instructional practice.
For our first interview, which takes place one day before Amaya will meet her
students, we attempt to conduct the interview via Skype. After we struggle for a few
minutes to hear each other, we decide to reconnect via the phone. I begin the interview by
asking about Amaya’s background and what motivated her to become a teacher. She
mentions how coaching lacrosse to 5th and 6th grade girls in college was the first time she
considered becoming a teacher. While the feeling did not initially stick, she eventually
enrolled in a teacher education program after a number of different positive experiences
working with adolescents.
After talking about her path to becoming a teacher, our conversation turns to her
teaching philosophy. She laughs and tells me that she has a mission statement. I ask her
to share it with me. She tells me, “This mission statement is giving kids, setting kids up,
so that they can sort of accomplish things on their own. Or learn to make their own
discoveries and grow on their own…” (personal communication, Aug. 19, 2018). Her
mission statement touches on a theme she discusses at various points throughout the
interview: Amaya wants to guide her students. She does not want to stand in front of her
students and dictate content to them for the entire class period. In the interview, she
articulates how she hopes to guide her students to “learn to make their own discoveries”
(personal communication, Aug. 19, 2018). A key part of how she envisions her ideal
classroom involves students’ self-directed learning.
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Amaya also believes in the power of community to help students grown in their
self-confidence. In our interview, she tells me that “Teaching is engaging in community”
(personal communication, Aug. 19, 2018). For her, community means an environment
where students feel safe so that they can grow in their confidence through their
interactions with others. She emphasizes this final point by telling me, “I don’t think
learning happens in a vacuum, I guess. I think there’s a community aspect, and I think as
humans we are just inherently social for the most part” (personal communication, Aug.
19, 2018). To build this type of learning atmosphere, she intends to collaborate with her
students and hopes to encourage them to work with their peers.
She possesses a clear vision of how she defines success, which means she
evaluates success through her students’ interest in science and their skill development. As
a 7th grade teacher, she hopes to spark in her students a lifelong interest in science.
Amaya tells me, “I want them to find some sort of enjoyment in science, whether it's one
of the projects we do, or a topic that they find interesting” (personal communication,
Aug. 19, 2018). She articulates how skill development means the students are thinking
critically, exploring, and discovering knowledge. In other words, she wants them to be
scientists. In her classroom, she hopes to facilitate student-directed learning through
hands-on activities. She envisions guiding her students and setting them up for success so
that they can “accomplish things on their own” (personal communication, Aug. 19,
2018). In this way, Amaya sees her ideal classroom as hands-on with an emphasis on
discovery and exploration.
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While Amaya can clearly envision what she wants to occur in her classroom, she
knows teaching is a profession that can be unpredictable. A self-admitted perfectionist,
she knows she cannot control every aspect in her classroom. She comments in our
interview about this tension.
Yeah, I feel like I have all these, very concrete or like these values, but in terms of
putting them into practice, I'm nervous. Because I feel like, because it's human,
you can, you're going to have... I have my ideals and what I want, but I also, it's a
partnership, I guess. (personal communication, Aug. 19, 2018)
Amaya’s comments foreshadow the tension between recognizing and acknowledging she
cannot control every classroom outcome and pushing to create her ideal classroom
environment.
Classroom Vignette
The middle school, housed in a capacious building erected ten years ago, sits
adjacent to a large parking lot. In contrast to outdated schools with dimly lit hallways,
Elkhorn Middle School’s large windows allow natural light to illuminate the building.
Amaya’s second floor classroom rises above the parking lot, and its large east facing
windows offer an expansive view of the mountains. Despite being a chilly November
morning, the sun has already warmed up the classroom. Sinks line the south wall of the
classroom and six evenly spaced apart black-top tables take up the middle of the room.
Handmade signs, which reside next to a SmartBoard, espouse values such as Inclusive
Environment, Respect, and Positive Attitude. Amaya has added personal touches to the
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room, including a large tapestry with a peacock emblazoned on it, which hangs behind
her desk.
Amaya’s enthusiasm matches and often surpasses the energy of her students. She
greets each student at the door with a smile and a cheerful “Good morning.” She stands a
couple inches above five feet with an athletic build and carries herself with a youthful
demeanor. Occasionally, she lets loose an unrestrained laugh as she interacts with
students before they enter the room.
After the students settle into their seats, she gently begins class. Speaking in a
volume just above a whisper, she says, “We are going to get started.” Amaya speaks to
the students while sitting atop an empty table near the students. Dressed in a grey blouse
and peach skirt, she crosses her knee-high leather boots, pushes into the table, and leans
forward slightly as if she is about to share a secret with the students.
“I am going to offer you a mindfulness activity. If you would like to participate that is great - but you don’t have to participate. It is just a nice way to relax and focus.”
One boy turns his head up to Amaya and with a puzzled expression, asks, “Wait,
we have a test?” (Later, Amaya tells me she had previously led the students in a
mindfulness exercise before a test).
Amaya politely acknowledges his inquiry before starting the exercise. “No, this is
just a nice way to start the class.”
She returns to the mindfulness exercise and speaks to the class, “Hold one hand
out.” She models for the students by holding her hand out so they can watch her
demonstration. “Then place your pointer figure at the base of your thumb. You can close
140

your eyes if you want. It is up to you.” A majority of the students mimic Amaya, and a
few of them close their eyes.
“Breathe in. Trace to the top of your thumb.” Amaya briefly pauses. “Breathe out.
Trace to the bottom of your thumb.” She continues in this rhythm for each finger.
Amaya ends the exercise and the room feels noticeably more settled. After a brief
review of classroom expectations – it is the start of a new quarter – she electronically
releases the students’ test scores. Turning her attention back to the students, she says,
“What is my policy about talking about tests?”
With a choral response, the students reply, “Your scores on your own.”
Indicating the instructions on the SmartBoard, Amaya directs her students to look
at their tests and then complete a test reflection in the next fifteen minutes.
One exuberant girl exclaims, “I got a B!”
Amaya closes her eyes briefly, tilts her head back, and reminds the student about
the test policy, “Bailey, you know.” I get the sense this is not the first time Bailey has
been told to not share her grade.
The students get to work and use Google Chromebooks to complete their
reflections. As the fifteen minutes comes to a close, Amaya moves them to the next part
of the lesson. “Close your Chromebooks. You need a piece of paper out.” Noisy chatter
ensues as Amaya scans the room. She raises her hand, “In 3, 2, 1. I need voices off.”
She pauses and waits for the students to stop talking. “We are about to start a new
unit.” Her voice rises above the scattered conversations in the room. A sign of frustration
reveals itself as a light tone of red emerges on Amaya’s face. She proceeds to raise the
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volume of her voice. “Hey scientists! We are having a hard time focusing.” The students
eventually cease their conversations and turn their attention to Amaya and her
instructions.
With the attention of her students, Amaya quickly introduces the activity. “There
are six fossils around the room.” She instructs the students to move around the room with
their table partners and investigate each fossil. She provides them with three questions to
direct their exploration, which they are tasked with answering on their sheet of paper.
Motioning with her hand, she indicates the six different spots where the fossils have been
placed around the room.
Amaya moves around the room with exuberance and only occasionally pauses to
take a sip of water from her neon yellow Nalgene bottle, which is adorned with an I Like
Big Books sticker. Her blonde hair bounces on her shoulders in a vain attempt to match
her pace. She enjoys this role and stops frequently to talk with students. In these
conversations, she nudges students toward a path of knowledge discovery. While talking
to a group of four boys, one of whom is propped up on the black countertop, she exclaims
with genuine enthusiasm, “So we think it is a clam. Love it!”
One boy, who wears a blue ski jacket, inspects the fossil and asks, “Amaya, how
old do you think this is?”
Amaya responds with a glint in her eye, “What do you think?” Then she smiles
and adds a follow-up question: “Do you think it came from a tropical forest or wood
forest?” The students discuss the two options and offer up their opinions. One student
writes furiously on his sheet of paper as the other boys talk with Amaya.
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After a brief exchange with the students, Amaya excitedly says, “Totally depends
on the environment and the sediment. They have this hypothesis about how fossils, which
they are now trying to prove. I found articles on Do You Want to be a Fossil.” She throws
her head back gently and laughs at her comment.
Amaya moves on and checks in on the progress of the group at the next fossil.
After about five more minutes, Amaya instructs the students to return to their seats. “You
have ten seconds to get back to your seats.”
After everyone is seated, Amaya launches into a debrief about their findings.
Setting up the Classroom
“It made me feel kind of panicky.”
Amaya’s school year starts with some bumpy moments. She mentions in our
interview that she wants her students to feel invested in the classroom culture; however,
initially she does not establish herself as an authority figure. She discusses the importance
of establishing clear expectations in her first memo.
I wasn’t like setting boundaries or explaining or like transitioning clearly and
which resulted in some chaos going on in the classroom. And it made me feel
kind of panicky like I was losing control. (voice memo, Aug. 26, 2018)
Shaken by feeling like she does not have control of the room, she thinks about how to
create a productive learning environment. She returns the next day with a plan and a
commitment to be more intentional about setting up a classroom where students respect
her, and the classroom is conducive to learning.
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She returns to the classroom and collaborates with her students on setting
classroom norms and expectations. In doing this, she also points out the consequences for
not meeting them. In her voice memo, she explains her approach.
I had the kids set their own expectations, and then I added some of my own. And
then I told them the consequences with a pretty serious – very serious face and
asked them to all agree. And they did. And sign a contract. I don’t know - it made
me feel kind of sad having to go there especially with some classes who had
really good behavior thus far. It also felt like it was what I needed to do to set up
what will be I think a very positive learning environment so that I can easily bring
sort of the class back when we are getting a little crazy and move on. (voice
memo, Aug. 26, 2018)
Amaya’s decision to act comes after she checks in with herself. I point this out because it
is one of the few times within the first month that Amaya consciously acknowledges how
she feels. Most of her energy is directed towards her students and how they feel in the
classroom.
Amaya’s initial focus on her teaching tasks and less attention to her intuition and
feelings suggest she is still becoming comfortable in the classroom. Both excited and
overwhelmed at the start of the year, she displays a still developing self-awareness.
“It’s moments like that I just love.”
Amaya’s first month at EMS is highlighted by classroom moments where she sees
glimpses in her lessons that capture her vision of the ideal classroom. Amaya’s teaching
load is primarily 7th grade science as she teaches the regular science, which every 7th
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grade student must take, for six of her seven classes. She also teaches one class of
Integrated Studies, a pass/fail course, where she has complete autonomy over the
curriculum. It is in this class where Amaya successfully stokes her students’ interest by
introducing a project where the students will build a self-sustaining eco-system. She
mentions she gets energized by the students’ enthusiasm.
They just wanted to start – like as soon as I said it [project overview]. They
started talking to each other about what they were going to put in their eco-system
and what they needed to do to make it survive. (voice memo, Sept. 9, 2018)
Amaya feeds off of this energy. She can see the potential of what her ideal classroom will
feel and look like.
It’s moments like that that I just love because I feel like I didn’t do very much, but
the kids are just so excited to be exploring this topic and to be involved in it. I
think the ownership piece of like building, doing it themselves is really what
makes it. (voice memo, Sept. 9, 2018)
Amaya sees the fruits of labor in this class, which contrast with what she sees in her
regular science courses.
In Amaya’s other science courses, she relies on the previous teacher’s curriculum.
She makes adaptations to the lesson plans; however, she tends to lean heavily on the
materials available and the ready-to-go lessons. She notices this curriculum often does
not push the students to think critically.
In one of the lessons, the students create a foldable replication of the layers of the
Earth. The lesson calls for the students to practice putting the layers of Earth together.
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Amaya did not anticipate the lesson taking nearly two days of lessons. She also expresses
frustration that her primary responsibilities during the lessons are helping students glue
and follow the directions.
After reflecting on the lesson, Amaya feels like it was not a valuable use of class
time, nor a good learning experience. Amaya checks in with herself and does not feel
excited by the content. She also acknowledges she felt uninspired and disengaged during
the lesson.
And I noticed that I was like leaving class not feeling very inspired by the day. I
can imagine the kids felt the same way. I don’t know. It was kind of an interesting
realization for me that like I love – what I love about teaching is and I knew this
but it’s just a reminder that I love when the kids are actually learning skills or
knowledge instead of doing arts and crafts the entire class period. (voice memo,
Sept. 29, 2018)
The recognition of how she felt during the lesson does not trigger immediate changes to
the curriculum; nevertheless, they appear to foreshadow a potential shift. Still
overwhelmed as a first-year teacher, however, she does not possess the time to revamp
the curriculum.
The contrast in the two lessons helps confirm for Amaya how she wants her
classroom to look and feel. She demonstrates self-awareness through accurate selfperception as well as recognizing her emotions. She checks in with herself and does not
feel enthused about a lesson where she is not challenging the students to think
independently and critically. By acknowledging her feelings as well as her students’, she
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demonstrates self-awareness and social awareness. Both of which are critical to setting
the stage for making more significant decisions.
Sustaining Energy
“And I didn’t have the energy.”
Before the start of the school year, Amaya had envisioned creating a fun,
engaging classroom within the first few weeks of school. In reality, she bumps up against
the challenges of trying to maintain her students’ interest and managing their behavior.
Classroom management issues tend to drain her of energy, and she notes managing
behavior becomes more difficult when she lacks energy. This perpetual cycle proves to
be exhausting.
The exhaustion wears on her and at times induces passivity and a reluctance to
make classroom management decisions. In a September voice memo, she reveals, “And I
didn’t have the energy in me to enforce expectations and be creative about enforcing
them when the kids were being really rowdy on Wednesday afternoon’ (voice memo,
Sept. 16, 2018). Amaya’s reluctance to confront disruptive behavior stems from a lack of
self-efficacy, which contributes to her indecisiveness.
When Amaya does have energy, she frames the situations differently and employs
a growth mindset. In one class, while her students are engaged in an activity, she
struggles to keep one group on task. She acknowledges she is disappointed by the group
dynamic and their lack of productivity.
But I am kind of having a hard time figuring out how to manage that very
productively when the rest of the class is building things. So yeah, that kind of
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bums me out. I don’t feel like I’m handling it very well. But at the same time, I
am kind of excited about this challenge and I really want to help them figure it out
productively. But ending the day on that note is hard. (voice memo, Sept. 20,
2018)
She does not allow the situation to sap her energy and remains optimistic she can
effectively solve the issue. There is still the indecisiveness as she does not mention a
concrete strategy or even possible options to consider.
In other situations, she attempts different strategies. As she experiments, she tries
to match the strategy with her teaching style. In a voice memo she recorded in her first
week, she says, “I don’t like being harsh, and I don’t like being really serious” (voice
memo, Aug. 26, 2018). She implements strategies where she remains cognizant of her
relationships with students, so she frames instructions through a growth mindset. For
example, when she asks students who are disruptive to move seats, she emphasizes the
new seat will help them to be more productive.
And trying to frame it or I’ve been framing it in a way that like, “I really want you
to learn and this seating group isn’t working for you. Or this seating group isn’t
helping you learn so please move.” They’ve been receptive to that like very
receptive to that. Like much more willing than like, “Ok, you need to move seats
now.” But making those decisions ok like when is time. There’s like so many
things I’m trying to think about at one time. It’s hard for me. I don’t know. I like
giving kids the benefit of the doubt too. And I don’t know. (voice memo, Oct. 14,
2018)
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The situation demonstrates Amaya’s growth in confidence, social awareness, and
decision-making. She is no longer passive; however, she stills obsesses over each
situation and considers whether she acted appropriately.
Amaya’s incremental progress demonstrates that she is gaining the self-awareness
to understand her preference in how she wants to approach students. Through her
decision to ask the students to move, she exercises agency in an effort to help create a
more productive learning environment. She remains a harsh self-critic, which indicates a
lack of self-efficacy, as she continues to develop her self-awareness and social awareness.
“How is this going to go down?”
Amaya finds the decisions she needs to make, especially those related to
classroom management, to be mentally and emotionally draining. As a perfectionist, she
over thinks and over analyzes decisions. This process magnifies each decision and saps
Amaya of energy. As she says in an October voice memo, “I am realizing that I actually
did become more aware recently of how mentally exhausting it is to be constantly making
decisions…the ones that get me most sort of exhausted are the classroom management
ones” (voice memo, Oct. 14, 2018). Amaya continues to put pressure on herself to make
the perfect decision, which magnifies every decision.
As the school year moves into October, Amaya approaches her third full month as
a first-year teacher. She feels the pangs of exhaustion from the barrage of decisions she
makes each day. She frets over the potential consequences of making a poor decision.
I’ve done some reflecting about the decisions I make, and I think I struggle with
this so much because we are making decisions all day long…I have had a hard
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time pinpointing exactly how each one [decision] makes me feel. But I think
collectively I’ve realized the decision-making does make me kind of anxious. I
think it kind of stems from a fear of failure. And so, this fear of making the wrong
decision. (voice memo, Oct. 21, 2018)
These questions, and their possible outcomes, weigh on Amaya’s mind. Unable to find a
productive way to relieve the stress, Amaya feels the burden of trying to make perfect
decisions.
At the end of October, she acknowledges she feels depleted. Still worrying over
decisions and without a productive way to manage her feelings of anxiety, Amaya feels
burned out.
I am starting to feel the first-year burnout. I had a feeling it was going to start
happening about this time. And I started becoming aware of it probably – maybe
two weeks ago – but definitely this week I’ve been increasingly more of
cognizant of what’s going on. And I’ve noticed I think just like the daily, “Ok,
what am I doing tomorrow? How is this going to go down? Are the kids going to
enjoy this activity? Are they going to be frustrated or not interested?” (voice
memo, Oct. 27, 2018)
Amaya wrestles with her desire to control every outcome, while she intuitively
understands she cannot control every aspect of the classroom. Still bumping up against a
lack of efficacy, she does not feel comfortable with the uncertainty of teaching.
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Later in the voice memo, Amaya becomes more specific about what causes her to
worry. She describes trying to hold space for the multiple questions that occupy her mind
as she considers the possible outcomes of her lesson.
And that constant – and then “What are the kids going to be like today? What sort
of classroom management challenges might I have?” Like social-emotional
behavioral stuff. Just what’s not going to right in this lesson that I wasn’t
anticipating. Yeah, that daily sort of anxiety that that creates is starting to wear on
me. I think I (laughs to herself) it’s because I want everything to be perfect. And
it’s just not. And so that’s exhausting. It’s like (laughs to herself) coming to terms
and accepting that every day (laughs). (voice memo, Oct. 27, 2018)
This inability to handle the stress of teaching manifests itself through constant worrying
over decisions as well as assuming there will be negative outcomes.
I want to interject a comment Amaya’s makes in our final interview. In her
response, she is describing this period in October, which Amaya’s recalls as one of the
most challenging times of her first year. She tells me that it got to the point where did not
want to make another decision. It just became overwhelming and exhausting. In our
interview in June she explains this feeling.
Although I'm still thinking it's hard to be present when you're just exhausted, and
when you've answered the same question a million times. I mean, yeah, it really
just keeps coming down to how much sleep I was getting, and I feel like that was
really impacting my ability to even make a decision in the moment. (personal
communication, June 6, 2019)
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Her feelings of exhaustion and inability to effectively manage her stress push her to shut
down and even to the point of avoiding making decisions.
I interview Amaya in early November and ask her about feeling burned out. She
says she feels more energized now. When she reflects back to her feelings of burnout
(about two weeks before our interview), she describes feeling overwhelmed by decisions
and not excited about the lessons, which are based on the previous teacher’s curriculum.
I think I was just getting exhausted by making decisions, coming up [with], sort of
putting together lessons that I wasn't that excited about, and then getting kind of
disheartened by it or uninspired by what we were doing in class. (personal
communication, Nov. 8, 2018)
In our interview, Amaya also talks about feeling like she had no space to breathe. She
says the fall break, which occurred shortly after she described being burned out, was
really helpful in boosting her energy.
As we continue our discussion, she mentions part of her anxiety stems from how
she feels about the curriculum. While she creates the lesson plans, they are still based off
of the previous teacher’s curriculum. Amaya acknowledges she often is not inspired by
the lessons, but she does not possess the capacity to create a new curriculum. She
confirms this in our interview: “I was stressed about always having to figure out the plan
and not really having time to think about the bigger picture” (personal communication,
Nov. 8, 2018). In this way, she cannot exercise agency to make changes, which limits her
autonomy to make decisions about the content. Already overwhelmed by decisions,
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Amaya does not feel able to add more to her plate even if changing the curriculum could
prove to be liberating.
Amaya’s feelings in October indicate she is experiencing emotional exhaustion,
which occurs because she has been unable to effectively deal with the demands of
teaching. It is not uncommon for new teachers to succumb to stress after the initial
exhilaration of the start of the year begins to wear off. For Amaya, she loses confidence
in her ability to make prudent decisions and struggles to effectively manage her emotions.
As the stress becomes more suffocating, she tries to avoid making decisions – a sign of
exhaustion.
“Oh, it is fizzing!”
In early November, I am able to spend three days observing Amaya. During one
of the days, I observe Amaya experimenting with a new classroom management
technique. In this class, I also get a chance to see a lesson plan that Amaya feels will be
engaging. It is the start of the new unit, so she is hoping the lab will spark the students’
interest.
I arrive at the school early and park in the massive parking lot, which serves as
the parking lot for the high school and middle school. I stop and chat with an
administrative assistant before taking the stairs to Amaya’s second floor classroom.
Amaya does not have a class during the first period of the day, so we are able to chat
about the upcoming lesson before the students arrive.
About ten minutes after I arrive, a flurry of fleece jackets, ski jackets, and flannel
shirts burst through the propped open classroom door as Amaya’s first class of the day is
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about to begin. The students chat animatedly to each other and greet Amaya on their way
to their seats. The sun, streaming through large windows, warms the room despite the
temperature outside hovering just about 30 degrees. Amaya has cracked open one of the
windows to provide some relief.
Amaya clasps her hands together, pauses briefly, and then calmly with a sly grin
says, “Take a deep breath and listen. It is all going to be ok.” She seems to be talking to
herself as well as the students.
The first part of class includes a short opening activity, a review of the objective,
and a homework check. Amaya introduces a call and response technique to get the
students’ attention. She appears both nervous and excited as she places her hands together
and taps her fingers.
Amaya excitedly walks through the new method with her students. “When I need
your attention quickly, I will call out ‘Hey, scientists!’” She pauses for a moment. “Then
you respond with ‘Hey, shhhh.’”
The students initially provide a half-hearted response. Amaya carries on with
enthusiasm. “Let’s practice!” They practice the method three times before she discusses
the day’s agenda.
A few moments later, Amaya wants to get the students’ attention so that she can
introduce the lab. She decides to use her new call and response method. She calls out in a
cheerful, “Hey, scientists!” A few students respond with “Hey, shhh.”
Amaya tries again with noticeable frustration. “Hey, scientists!” A few more
students respond, but it is clear the strategy has not produced the desired effect. With a
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mix of frustration and disappointment, Amaya says, “Wow, we are having a hard time
focusing.”
With the preliminary activities completed, it is time for the main event. Amaya
begins to explain the Grand Canyon Rocks Lab. “You will be making observations.” She
pauses to add emphasis to the last word. Then she continues, “Then you will organize the
rocks into categories based on their characteristics.” The anticipation of the lab incites
chatter and nervous movement from the students.
Amaya raises her hand to gain the students’ attention. As the students notice her
hand, they begin to raise their hands too. It appears she may have abandoned the new call
and response technique – at least temporarily.
With a hint of irritation, she says, “If you are not listening, you can’t participate in
the lab.”
She moves into an explanation of the safety rules. The students will be using an
eyedropper to put a drop of acid onto each rock. Because of the acid, Amaya informs
them that they must wear googles. She tells them, “At your lab station, you have goggles.
You need to wear those goggles.” A student from each group moves to the front of room
to retrieve a container filled with six rocks and a vial of acid.
The students begin the lab. Amaya moves to one of the tables where a group of
two boys and one girl have just started to feel the rocks. She crouches down and then asks
the group, “Are they smooth? Are they soft? Can you see particles? Things like that.”
Amaya stands up and addresses the entire class, “Make sure you are making
observations like are they soft?”
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As she completes her comment, a boy with a blue shirt and brown khaki pants
moves in between the lab tables. He has arranged his goggles so that only his left eye is
covered, and the strap runs across his right eye. He seems pleased with his goggle
configuration.
At the table adjacent to where Amaya is standing, a boy with brown, disheveled
hair, smacks his hands together and sharply turns his head in the direction of another boy
in his group. He exclaims, “I was right. It doesn’t fizz. I was right. You were wrong.”
As the period nears its conclusion, Amaya gets everyone’s attention. “Ready to
learn in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.” She tells them she is going to put a drop of hydrochloric acid on a
seashell. The students negotiate to find a spot where they can view the demonstration.
Some even stand on a chair to find a sight line.
There is a brief hush as they wait in anticipation for the acid to touch the shell.
When it does, the shell immediately fizzes.
One student exclaims, “Oh, it is fizzing!”
The show is over, so the students return to their seats. Amaya then asks them to
share their observations.
The lesson shows Amaya when she is uncomfortable as well as comfortable
during her instruction. In front of the classroom, as evidenced by the introduction of the
new classroom management technique, Amaya often appears tense and on edge. In
contrast, she lets down her guard and seems more natural while moving around to guide
and assist students during the lab.
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The dichotomy in Amaya’s comfort level speaks to the contextual nature of social
and emotional competencies. She demonstrates competence in both self-awareness and
self-management as well as relationship skills when she moves around and interacts with
students. In stark contrast, she struggles to manage her emotions while in front of the
students and does not check in to understand her students’ perceptions of the new
technique.
Making Strides
“And then it’s like those moments that are super validating.”
As the school year moves closer to Thanksgiving, Amaya’s confidence ebbs and
flows. She still dedicates a lot of hours to planning as she tries to perfect her lessons, yet
she is beginning to trust her intuition more. When I interview her in November, I ask her
about the amount of time she puts into lesson planning. She tells me, “That is something
that I've definitely consciously learned to let go [of] and be content with what I've come
up with instead of trying to check all the boxes, I guess” (personal communication, Nov.
8, 2018). She describes, for example, setting a time on Sundays at which she stops
planning for the week. She says in reference to this fixed time, “Just put it [lesson
planning] away. And so, I've gotten into much more of trusting my intuition and just
being more happy with like, okay, this is going to go how it's going to go” (personal
communication, Nov. 8, 2018). Amaya’s comments indicate she is developing a more
accurate self-perception of her strengths and weaknesses. There is a recognition of how
time and mental energy committed to planning affects her well-being.
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As Amaya loosens her grip on trying to control every aspect of the lesson, she
begins to lean more intentionally into uncertainty. As she mentions in the memo, she
begins to trust her intuition and feels more confident adapting within the moment based
on student cues or changing circumstances. She sees the success of this approach in a
final project for her Integrated Studies course. The class is Pass/Fail, so Amaya says the
stakes are pretty low. At the end of the course, she allows the students to choose a topic
related to climate change and to choose how they want to present their projects. Still a
planner, she creates a list of potential topics in case the students cannot come up with a
topic.
But it was really fun sort of rolling it out, and I told them they could choose
whatever – they could do whatever they wanted…And they could present it
anyway they wanted to, whether it was like a Google Slide or a poster or write a
news article or make a video. And kids just latched onto it. And they all had some
really cool ideas. And they all had something that they wanted to learn about, and
I don’t think anybody chose one of my projects that I proposed. (voice memo,
Nov. 18, 2018)
Amaya considers the project a success as she sees students “interested in climate change
and curious to know more and curious to do something” (voice memo, Nov. 18, 2018).
The students made movies, put on skits, and created children’s books. She describes the
project as both fun and “really rewarding” (voice memo, Dec. 8, 2018). The project
validates both Amaya’s planning and her decision to trust her intuition.
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So, there’s like moments like that where I there’s a sense of gratification that I put
so much work into this class, and I don’t know how it’s going. I can’t really get a
good sense if the kids are into it. And then it’s like those moments that are super
validating. And kind of give me hope. (voice memo, Nov. 18, 2018)
While Amaya does not specifically mention this, I sense Amaya at least subconsciously
move closer to her goal of a classroom environment that emphasizes self-directed
learning. Through this process she demonstrates greater self-awareness and selfmanagement, which reduces some of the stress she associates with decision-making.
There is not necessarily a complete transformation in Amaya, nor does this fit the
cliché of a light bulb moment. Amaya still questions her effectiveness and has moments
where she does not feel comfortable with uncertainty.
I feel like I have these moments where I feel confident about what I’m doing and
sometimes I just feel like I am having to fly by the seat of my pants. And it makes
me super stressed and anxious… it always comes from not knowing. It’s the
uncertainty that really stresses me out. And usually it’s uncertainty about whether
my lesson is going to go as I want it to. And whether or not the kids are going to
enjoy it. Or whether or not I feel like it’s actually valuable use of our time. (voice
memo, Nov. 18, 2018)
She makes this comment in the same voice memo where she celebrates her students
succeeding after she gives them more freedom. The seemingly contradictory comments
indicate Amaya is still processing how she feels about giving up control in her planning
decisions.
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While Amaya celebrates small victories, such as the climate change project, she
remains a harsh self-critic. When she zooms out to look at the big picture, she returns to
feeling overwhelmed and feeling like she has not actualized her vision of the ideal
classroom environment.
I guess I’m kind of hitting a point where I’m feeling a little overwhelmed by all
of the things I want to accomplish… I finally got it written, and I have all these
goals and these like dreams for this perfect class environment. And I have these
like – when I write my lesson plans, I have these images of like it going really
smoothly. And the kids are learning and there are enjoying. In reality, it’s not like
that at all. And I think it’s just my perfectionism is sort of starting to catch up with
me and bring me down. Cause it never goes the way I want it to or the way I like
dream it to. And so, then I feel like I’m just constantly like not doing well enough.
(voice memo, Dec. 13, 2018)
Amaya implicitly acknowledges her perfectionism manifests itself through unrealistic
expectations.
The tendency to be perfectionist means she only momentarily enjoys the small
victories. I sense Amaya takes two steps forward and one step backward in her social and
emotional development. She begins to trust herself more, a sign of her improved selfawareness, while she still cannot always resist the tug of trying to control the situation.
Perhaps most significant is the growth in her self-management. As she observes more
examples of her classroom replicating her vision of students directing their learning, she
lets herself lean into teaching and adapt to the conditions versus rigidly falling a scripted
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plan. Finally, decisions are still a sticking point for Amaya, but they seem to cause less
anxiety – a sign of growing confidence and self-efficacy.
“Nah, I’m going rogue.”
As winter break approaches, Amaya seems less anxious. She has mixed feelings
about planning for next semester. With the benefit of more time, she takes ownership
over the curriculum for her regular science course.
My brain’s finally relaxing a little to think about how I want to sort of do things –
what I want to do differently next semester, what I really want to develop. And
I’m kind of looking forward to having a little space to make more of a plan. I’m
just such a planner, and it’s frustrating. I don’t know. It’s frustrating cause there’s
no way to always have a plan that’s going to go right. (voice memo, Dec. 22,
2018)
What has bothered Amaya the most about the first semester is that she has focused so
much on the smaller details of teaching. She feels this has made her lose sight of her big
vision.
Sometimes I wonder “am I actually, like are these kids actually learning
anything?” Because I always want to plan and I like having sort of a big vision,
but I never feel like I have time to. I never feel like I’m teaching the way I want to
be teaching. (voice memo, Dec. 22, 2018)
This big vision of creating a classroom environment where students direct their learning
has been too frequently pushed aside as she has dealt with classroom management issues
and has been constrained by using the previous teacher’s curriculum. This is not to
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suggest she hasn’t experienced victories and small successes in the first semester;
however, she has not established the culture she had envisioned.
During the break, she looks at last year’s curriculum and what it would be for the
rest of the year. She comments in a voice memo about “feeling pretty uninspired” by the
lesson plans (voice memo, Jan. 10, 2019). She acknowledges that coming up with
something new would be difficult and feels a bit daunting. Buoyed by increased
confidence and the dread of teaching lessons that feel unstimulating, she decides to make
changes to the curriculum for the second half of the year.
She elaborates on this decision in our interview at the end of the school year: “So
I was kind of just relying on what I had from her [previous teacher] and trying to make it
work with myself, and then this half of the year I was like, ‘Nah, I'm going rogue. I'm
going to just rework things’” (personal communication, June 6, 2019). She points to this
as a key moment in changing her energy level and attitude towards teaching.
As she embarks on creating a new curriculum, she also alters her perspective.
Often her own toughest critic in the first semester, she embraces a more pragmatic view
of her performance.
Over break I was like, “Oh yeah, it’s fine. I got this.” And now, I’m like, “Oh, my
god. Do I have this? Am I going to make it another 5 months?” But I have to. And
it’s going to be ok. I have to keep reminding myself that like it’s going to be ok.
And it’s ok if everyone lesson isn’t amazing. And (pauses) I’m just doing the best
I can. (voice memo, Jan. 10, 2019)
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Through this perspective, Amaya demonstrates improved self-awareness, selfmanagement, and social awareness as she more accurately evaluates her teaching through
realistic expectations.
Almost immediately, Amaya sees a difference in her students and herself. After
starting to implement her new curriculum, she speaks more enthusiastically in her voice
memos about her teaching.
I’m really excited about what I’m teaching. I am teaching – we are just starting
our unit about cells and so the kids have learned about microscopes now. They
practice using them, and they are pretty good at it. And they love it. They are like
so excited. (voice memo, Jan. 24, 2019)
Amaya sees a difference in how her students respond to her lessons. A key difference in
the curriculum is that it incorporates more hands-on activities. This creates more
engaging lessons and puts Amaya in her preferred teaching role: as a guide. Amaya
comments on this, “Yeah, I’m just feeling more inspired by the curriculum and the handsonness. And the kids are like they are curious. They are asking great questions” (voice
memo, Jan. 24, 2019). Amaya becomes more comfortable in the classroom; therefore, she
is more willing to embrace the inherent unpredictability of teaching.
Amaya’s willingness to exercise agency by changing the curriculum stems from
her social and emotional development. Through greater self-awareness, which is
demonstrated through the growth in her confidence and self-efficacy, as well as improved
self-management, she feels emboldened to take ownership over the curriculum. Finally,
the decision demonstrates responsible decision-making. Amaya takes into account her
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well-being and the students’ well-being as she analyzes how best to meet the needs of her
students.
“My motivation to teach comes from the small moments.”
After nearly a month with the new curriculum, Amaya is noticeably more
comfortable in the classroom. More invested in the curriculum and less racked by every
decision, she is able to focus less on minor details. With improved confidence and selfefficacy, she reflects on the bigger picture, which includes her identity.
I feel like my identity as an educator is or I feel like it was to kind of like be the
guide, introduce things to kids, let them explore. That was always like my kind of
idea or I don’t know what I want to be. And I don’t think that’s changed. (voice
memo, Jan. 31, 2019)
Fully embracing this identity and approach in her classroom, she does not second guess
or over analyze his decisions.
She gives her students more space to discover knowledge in her regular science
courses. For example, she tasks her students with creating a discussion forum after they
read an article about cell theory.
I want kids to come to their own understandings of things…And then they are sort
of figuring out what cells are. Doing some independent learning and they are
having some success. And so that part of my identity is like setting the kids up to
figure it out and discover on their own. Feeling solid and I’m feeling like more
and more comfortable with what that looks like. (voice memo, Jan. 31, 2019)
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As she embraces this approach, she seems more present and less anxious about classroom
decisions. In doing so, she notices and celebrates the small successes in her classroom.
My motivation to teach comes from the small moments where kids are enjoying
their learning and doing a great job and helping each other out. And excited about
what’s going on and excited to show what they’ve learned. And the small
moments where they come sit down and they’re like, “I don’t get this. Can you
help me?” And they really want to do well and understand it. And succeed and
seek out the help. I guess I’m just watching them grow over the course of this
year, which is really fun. (voice memo, Feb. 21, 2019)
Amaya maximizes her effectiveness as a teacher by aligning her teaching with her vision.
To begin to realize her goal of classroom based in self-directed learning, Amaya
steps into uncertainty more frequently. This new-found comfort level suggests she is
engaging more with her students, rather than beholden to a scripted lesson. As she has
become more present, she relies on her intuition and does not worry about what decisions
she may face. She possesses the confidence to adapt within the moment and to make
responsible decisions.
“We can look for rocks together.”
Towards the end of the school year, all of the 7th grade students participate in a
four-day outdoor education trip. Many of the 7th grade teachers, including Amaya, serve
as leaders for the trip, which is a rafting and camping trip in Utah. They depart on a
Monday morning and return the following Friday night.
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A few weeks before the start of the trip, Amaya receives her list of students; she
will be responsible for a pod of 16 students. She expresses some concern about the mix of
personalities in her pod and also feels like she doesn’t have a strong connection with a lot
of the students. The week before the trip provides Amaya with a chance to meet with her
pod. She walks through the details of the trip and spends time teaching them leadership
skills and basic first aid.
During the trip, Amaya’s list of responsibilities is quite extensive: organizing the
food, helping the students with their gear, parent communication, and other logistics. She
enjoys the preparation for the trip, stating in a voice memo, “So I guess I feel a lot of
pride in the all the work I put into it” (voice memo, May 5, 2019). Amaya’s experience in
outdoor education distinguish her from some of her colleagues on the trip. She is
comfortable in this setting and knowledgeable about how to prepare for the trip.
The trip proves to be a success and pivotal for Amaya’s relationship with some of
her students. She bonds with many of the students, particularly those she did not have a
strong connection with before the trip. She gets to see a “different side” of these students,
and she forms “some really new and cool connections” (voice memo, May 10, 2019).
Amaya sees how the change in environment plays a key role in allowing her to develop
more meaningful connections with her students.
I think being on Outdoor Ed [the rafting trip] really helps me spend some quality
time connecting with kids in just a more meaningful way than sometimes feels
like is in the classroom when I'm trying to be present for 18, or 19, or 20 kids at
one time…I kind of think Outdoor Ed kind of gave me this new perspective that
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what really counts is just being there for kids, and getting to know them, and
meeting them where they are. (voice memo, May 10, 2019)
Moving out of the classroom, where she admits it can be difficult to present for the
students when there are so many things on her mind, she embraces the opportunity to
connect with students. She laments in her final interview that even though her classes
were small (as compared to other public middle schools), “I still feel like I didn't get to
know kids as much as I thought I was going to” (personal communication, June 6, 2019).
She enjoys the chance to get to know the students in a more meaningful way.
In our final interview, Amaya describes connecting with Olivia, a girl she found
to be “pretty aggressive” in class. Oliva, a student in Amaya’s pod, demonstrates maturity
on the trip. Amaya notes she does not engage in attention-seeking behavior, which
Amaya says she often did during class.
On one of the nights during the trip, Amaya and Olivia take a nature walk and
look for rocks. Oliva wants to find rocks as part of a gift exchange that is similar to a
Secret Santa exchange. Amaya initiates the walk and recounts that it was “nice to kind of
connect with her on a more real level” (personal communication, June 6, 2019). The bond
they develop lasts beyond the trip as Amaya notices a difference in Olivia’s attitude and
demeanor when they return to class.
Amaya returns to the classroom for the final three works with a fresh perspective
and a boost in confidence. She records in one of her memos after the trip, “Yeah, that trip
really my boosted my ability to do what I need to do and to do it right and well” (voice
memo, May 10, 2019). The change in her confidence can at least partially be attributed to
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the bonds she formed with students on the trip. In the week after the trip, she says, “It’s
been kind of fun this week sort of coming in fresh with this perspective and seeing how
my relationships I’ve built with those kids have carried back to school” (voice memo,
May 10, 2019). The trip reminds Amaya of the importance of relationships with students
and how the demands of teaching affected the depth of her connections with students.
Amaya realizes how often she worried about small details that were
inconsequential and diverted her attention from building connections with students. In the
memo following the trip, she speaks about this.
I'm realizing how hard that is for me and how it's kind of disheartening sometimes
I feel like I've got a positive relationship with all my kids, but I don't really know
any of them that well. I think one of the things I get so exhausted about in
teaching is trying to do all the things at the same time really well. (voice memo,
May 10, 2019)
She laments in her final interview that even though her classes were small (as compared
to other public middle schools), “I still feel like I didn't get to know kids as much as I
thought I was going to” (personal communication, June 6, 2019).
The trip helps her reprioritize how she approaches teaching. She describes the
importance of “sparking [students’ interest] and meeting them where they are” (voice
memo, May 10, 2019). It feels like in her memo she is reminding herself that this is how
she wants to teach for the rest of the year and next year.
Amaya comes to the realization of how important is to stay grounded and not
mired in the minutiae of teaching. The trip brings her back to her experiences in outdoor
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education, a key driving force in her decision to become a teacher. During the trip, she
connects with students on a deeper level because she feels more present and less
burdened by leaping to the next decision she will need to make.
“Wow, I feel like a surgeon. Maybe I could be a doctor.”
After taking ownership of the curriculum, one of the decisions Amaya makes is to
include a frog dissection unit at the end of the year. She creates a 10-page packet to help
prepare and guide the students through the three-day mini unit.
She acknowledges that she took a risk by including the unit, something which the
previous science teacher had not done. In our interview at the end of the year, she says, “I
was so nervous. That was definitely something out of my comfort zone. I think I was
really nervous about the kids. What I was most nervous about was the kids just making
poor choices and chopping things off and throwing them across the room” (personal
communication, June 6, 2019). To ease her nerves, she emails a group of middle school
teachers on a listserv. She receives a number of responses, which help her sort out the
logistics and anticipate potential trouble spots.
Amaya can barely contain her excitement when describing the students’
experiences with the frog dissection. Any initial fears are easily put to rest as she watches
the kids immerse themselves in the activity. She describes their engagement in one of her
voice memos: “And it’s just been the coolest experience to watch the kids. I set high
expectations and to see the kids totally rise and meet those expectations and exceed
them…has been amazing” (voice memo, May 23, 2019). Amaya notices the students
working together, supporting each other, and asking good questions. With noticeable glee
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in her voice, she says, “Yeah, it’s so cool. One kid in my first period class today said,
‘Wow, I feel like a surgeon. Maybe I could be a doctor’” (voice memo, May 23, 2019).
The unit feels like the perfect way to end Amaya’s first year of teaching.
The frog dissection mini-unit matches Amaya’s vision for her classroom. She
believes her role should be as a guide, while the students engage in knowledge discovery.
The students’ engagement level provides validation for her decision to make changes to
the curriculum: “Yeah, I feel like this is what it is all about. And this week I’m just like,
‘Man, I love my job!” I’m really not doing very much teaching, so maybe that’s a bad
sign. But, um, the frogs are doing all of the teaching. It’s amazing!” (voice memo, May
23, 2019) Amaya’s willingness to trust her students and give them freedom demonstrates
the growth in her social and emotional competence.
The frog dissection mini-unit shows Amaya’s willingness to be vulnerable and
take risks. While the autonomy granted to her by the school administrators presents such
an opportunity, it is her confidence and consideration of both herself and her students that
ultimately are pivotal in this decision. She trusts herself and her students as they work
together to ensure the unit is a success. The unit provides a fitting end to Amaya’s first
year as it demonstrates the growth in her self-awareness, social awareness, and decisionmaking. She trusts herself, recognizes the support her students need, and makes a bold,
responsible decision to implement the unit.
Final Thoughts
Amaya’s first year of teaching is a tale of two semesters. Gripped by her
perfectionism in the first half of the year, she frets and worries over every decision.
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Consumed by these decisions, she struggled with self-awareness, self-management, and
making decisions. Given to questioning every decision, she lacked the self-efficacy and
the capacity to exercise agency. Consumed by the magnitude of each decision, she does
not invest as much in connecting with students. She narrows her vision and loses sight of
cultivating her ideal classroom environment. The anxiety that stems from feeling
overwhelmed by making decisions gradually dampens her enthusiasm towards teaching
as she cannot put to rest her insecurities. There are points where she feels so
overwhelmed that she becomes emotionally exhausted.
In the second semester, Amaya is able to take time to reflect, and she recommits
to her vision of revamping the curriculum to emphasize student-directed learning. She
pushes aside her tendency to engage in harsh self-criticism and gains more self-awareness
and self-efficacy by trusting her intuition. Freed from the burden of constantly worrying
about every decision, Amaya becomes more adept at managing stress and feels more in
tune with how she wants to teach. She loosens her grip on the classroom environment,
gives her students more freedom, and gradually the classroom begins to resemble her
vision of students engaging in self-directed learning.
In the first part of the year, Amaya experiences moments where she sees her
vision of an ideal class come to life. She moves around and guides the students as they
discover knowledge through hands on activities. She finds these moments to be
gratifying; however, she is not able to fully embrace her vision. She stands teetering on
the end of a diving board, where it is difficult to jump once you have walked to the edge
of the diving board. Amaya’s failure to completely embrace her preferred teaching style
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stems from myriad factors: curriculum, classroom management concerns, and social and
emotional competence. For social and emotional competencies, she lacks the selfefficacy, confidence, and adaptability to fully commit to taking the plunge.
Through exercising agency and buoyed by a realistic appraisal of her teaching
effectiveness, she leans into uncertainty and shows more competence in social awareness
and decision-making. This enables her take instructional risks, which gives her students
more freedom. Amaya lets go of self-doubt, resists questioning every decision, and leans
into teaching. At the end of the year, she recognizes areas for improvement, but she feels
satisfied she has been able to see her ideal classroom environment come to life.
Response from Ms. Amaya Martin
Hi Dan,
First of all, thank you for capturing this; it was fascinating to read and really amusing in
some respects! I've bullet-pointed my response and thoughts below as I was reading. Let
me know if you'd like me to clarify / expound / elaborate on anything. I hope this is
helpful!
•

"She laughs and tells me that she has a mission statement. I ask her to share it
with me. She tells me, “This mission statement is giving kids, setting kids up, so
that they can sort of accomplish things on their own. Or learn to make their own
discoveries and grow on their own…” (personal communication, Aug. 19, 2018).
This is so interesting to read! After halfway through my second year, I've been
feeling overwhelmed about all of the bases I feel I need to cover as a teacher:
teaching the CO science standards with fidelity, teaching my students how to
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write and read as scientists, managing behaviors in my classroom, keeping the
kids engaged and interested in the content, building relationships with students,
and maybe most importantly, helping them as they grow into good little humans.
But as I'm thinking now about how I'm approaching all of these things, I think this
"mission statement" still holds true to my core philosophy and is what guides all
of these boxes I'm trying to check as a teacher.
•

The description of my vision of success as a teacher is also accurate - thank you
for capturing that!

•

The part in which you discuss how I'm acknowledging how I was feeling is
interesting. I agree, most of my energy is directed toward my students and what I
think I often find really challenging is how their energy predominantly impacts
my energy. When the students bring a negative or ambivalent energy, I have
difficulty not also adopting that.

•

You write that my challenges with classroom management stem from a lack of
self-efficacy, which I think is completely accurate. I'm still struggling with this
and I have also started becoming more conscious of this root sense of insecurity. I
know the kids pick up on it, and I'm not sure how to counteract, or to build up, my
sense of confidence.

•

Your description of my burn-out is also interesting. I felt that again this fall to a
large degree, but for different reasons. I've learned to let go of the perfectionism
and I've become more open-minded to meeting the kids where they are instead of
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feeling this (self-imposed) pressure to make sure they're all in a certain place, then
feeling disappointed with myself when they aren't there.
•

One thing I noticed about my quoted voice memos: my thoughts seem so
disjointed and are often somewhat incoherent, and I think reflecting through
writing before sharing my thoughts verbally would have helped this situation!

•

I think your summary is spot-on. Your perspective about my struggles in the first
half of the year compared with my sense of confidence during the second half are
completely accurate. I think one of the factors that contributed to my confidence
that you don't mention throughout your analysis is the role my administration
played; I never felt like they were questioning my competence. Instead I felt like
they really trusted me to do my job to the best of my ability and that they believed
that I was doing a good job, which I think gave me more confidence to explore
some different approaches in the classroom and to not overthink what I was doing
and instead to trust my instincts.

Again, thank you for including me in your study. I'm SO excited for you as you wrap up
and get ready to defend your dissertation, and I would love to read your final paper when
the time comes. I hope all is well on the Front Range with you and your family, and that
you've also been able to get out and enjoy some winter activities! Please keep me posted
as you finish up your PhD, and congratulations again!! And please stay in touch :)
All the best,
Amaya
(personal communication, Feb. 16, 2020)
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COLE TAYLOR, 6TH GRADE SOCIAL STUDIES
Introduction
Born and raised on the West Coast, Cole Taylor entered the teaching profession
after previously working as a reality television logistics coordinator and segment
producer. Unlike many of his colleagues, Cole never thought he would become a teacher
during his formative years. Diagnosed with dyslexia in elementary school, Cole found
school to be difficult. In comparison to his peers, he felt inferior and unintelligent.
Further marring his educational experience, he was the victim of bullying in middle
school. In our first interview, he tells me that “Going to school was like torture basically”
(personal communication, August 26, 2018). His parents also inadvertently contributed to
his decision to not consider a career in teaching. While they did not explicitly deride the
profession, they made it clear to Cole that they equated respectable professions with
money.
After a few successful years in television production, Cole found his job did not
provide the necessary fulfillment to sustain him in the profession. Upon leaving, he noted
one aspect of the job he enjoyed was teaching new hires the intricacies of production
work. After leaving the industry, he found himself drawn to teaching. With the support of
his wife, he decided to apply to a year-long teacher education program at a university.
Cole, who recently turned 30, teaches 6th grade Social Studies at New Heights
Middle School (NHMS). The school, which is part of a public charter school network,
emphasizes student growth and achievement. Part of the teachers’ evaluations include the
growth demonstrated by their students as assessed through regularly scheduled
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standardized tests. A significant part of Cole’s salary is tied to student growth as well.
NHMS’s student population is diverse as students of color make up nearly half (49%) of
the school’s students. Cole possesses a familiarity with the school’s culture because he
spent five months as a student teacher at NHMS during his teacher education program.
For our first interview, Cole and I meet at a coffee shop on a Sunday evening. It is
the last week of August, and he has already been teaching at NHMS for one week.
Although we have conversed through email, I have never met Cole in person. I am
curious if we will connect easily or if there will be initial moments of awkwardness. I am
encouraged by our email conversations where he seems excited to participate in the
study.
Before I start the interview, I tell him about my background in education, review
the purpose of the study, and outline his commitment as a participant. I had already sent
the information about the study in an email, but I felt it was a good place to start our
conversation. Cole asks a few questions pertaining to the study and then indicates he feels
comfortable moving forward.
In the beginning of the interview, we spend time discussing Cole’s unique path to
becoming a teacher. He knows his story is not the typical new teacher narrative. He
chuckles as he tells me, “I have no camp experiences. I did not teach children ever. [I]
didn't babysit a lot. I don't have a lot of nieces and nephews (personal communication,
Aug. 26, 2018). He follows this comment by admitting he worries if he will be able to
build a rapport with students. He says, “So connecting with students, sometimes is very
difficult for me and just knowing what the right thing to say is, or what I can't say…”
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(personal communication, Aug. 26, 2018). I am little surprised by this as I find Cole to be
gregarious and easy to be around.
I ask Cole how he intends to build relationships with his students. He cites
examples from his first week with students. He has been intentional about creating a
culture of dignity with each of his four classes. Cole explains that this approach, which I
am not familiar with, emphasizes building a classroom culture where the teacher and
students both take equal ownership of the classroom environment. He talks
enthusiastically about the approach:
[It’s] owning up and getting them to start talking about it and getting them to start
talking about their feelings regarding that [the classroom culture]. Getting them to
feel like they have ownership in the classrooms. About the owning up though, it's
all about cultural dignity and having dignity in your classrooms…(personal
communication, Aug. 26, 2018)
Cole explains how on the first day he asked the students to share and discuss classroom
expectations. There were a few humorous suggestions, such as no homework; however,
Cole found even these opened up meaningful discussions. Cole and his students
eventually agreed upon expectations, which were written on big sticky notes and posted
in the classroom. Everyone, including Cole, agreed to hold each other accountable for
maintaining these expectations. I can sense from the excitement in Cole’s voice that he is
happy with how the students responded.
I shift the topic of conversation to what Cole believes are the characteristics of a
good teacher. He lists off a few different attributes such as caring for each student,
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content knowledge, and a passion for teaching the content. He then pauses for a moment,
and says, “Wow, no one has ever asked [me] this question” (personal communication,
Aug. 26, 2018). Finally, he adds a point about the importance of establishing boundaries
with parents, co-workers, and students.
Throughout the interview, Cole emphasizes how much he values feedback.
During most of his childhood, Cole dedicated hours to dance. He references his time
training for dance as well as his year in the teacher education program in our interview. “I
felt like I was well equipped though, for criticism and critique. I seek it out” (personal
communication, Aug. 26). He knows he has a lot to learn as someone new to the
profession, and he wants to know whether he is making progress. I make a mental note
that Cole’s relationships with his coach and colleagues will be important to his
development in his first year.
While Cole is excited about his first year of teaching, he does feel some
trepidation. I ask him what concerns him the most. He tells me, “To let down my team.
What's really funny is I've realized that it's not to let down my kids…My team will take it
very personally if I drop the ball on that [data]” (personal communication, Aug. 26,
2018). The “team” is the 6th grade team of teachers. Each team’s data is publicized and
compared to other teams within the network of schools.
This comment scratches the surface of a tension point I observe throughout the
year in Cole. He values both internal and external validation. One, he feels he must
validate his choice to enter the profession after switching careers. Two, he seeks external
validation about his teaching progress from his colleagues, parents, and even society.
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These tension points press upon Cole as he navigates the challenges of being a first-year
teacher.
Classroom Vignette
Cole teaches in a cavernous brick building with three floors of classrooms. The
middle school and high school share the building with each occupying one side of the
building. The building has been existence for at least 50 years and originally housed a
traditional public school. NHMS has inhabited the building for the past eight years,
which dates back to the charter school’s genesis. The campus occupies an entire block
and rests comfortably within an urban residential area.
I park my car on a side street near NHMS at a little before 8 o’clock on a mild
December morning. After signing the visitor’s log, I descend the two flights of concrete
steps to Cole’s classroom, which is located on the garden level of the building. I arrive
while the students, and Cole, are at a school gathering. With no one in the room, I am
able to leisurely to take in the classroom’s décor.
The walls contain a number of school-issued posters emphasizing school-wide
expectations such as character values and those specific to the classroom (e.g.,
accountable talk and an example of a proper MLA heading). Mixed in with the school
posters are Cole’s contribution. Most of these focus on the importance of learning from
failure. For example, one includes a famous quote by Winston Churchill. It reads,
“Success consists of going from failure to failure without loss of enthusiasm.” Another
poster says, “Don’t be afraid to make mistaks” with a line drawn through the misspelling
of mistakes and its correct form above it.
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One wall includes mostly content related to Social Studies. A large world map
occupies most of the wall and student profiles are plastered next to the map. These are
called History Detective Profiles and include a student’s favorite food, favorite music,
etc. The wall opposite from the world map contains the only windows in the classroom.
Four tall, narrow windows with blinds offer someone who is at least five feet tall a street
view from the garden level room. In a corner next to the wall with windows is Cole’s
desk. It is small and Cole has done little to personalize the space. There is, however, a
bulletin board with his alma mater’s pennant pinned to it.
The sound of footsteps shakes me from my classroom musings. I move to the
hallway, where college banners representing the teachers’ alma maters line the hallway.
The noise in the hall sounds like a whisper when compared to the noise from the other
middle schools where I have observed teachers.
Cole’s students arrange themselves into two lines behind a spot marked by blue
lines and await his instructions. In a cheerful voice, he encourages them to make sure the
lines are straight. He proclaims, “I am looking for that most precise line. We are doing
classic low fives. The outside line is crushing it. The inside line is pretty good too.” There
is a rhythmic, almost musical quality to Cole’s voice. Upon his signal, the students in the
outside line begin to move as each student gives Cole a low high five before entering the
classroom.
Upon entering the room, each student picks up a sheet a paper. Most students don
either a light blue, dark blue, or light grey fleece. The fleeces bear the school’s name and
are paired with khaki pants in accordance with the school’s uniform policy. The class of
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30 students quickly fills up the room. Students find their assigned seats among the 18
tables, with two chairs for each table.
Cole moves through an aisle in the middle of the tables towards the SmartBoard
in the front of the room. Dressed in navy khaki pants, an untucked plaid shirt, and stylish
brown shoes, he moves around with a sense of purpose. His presence dominates the
room. There is a theatrical quality and air of showmanship to his demeanor and
mannerisms. With his sleeves rolled up, he frequently gestures with his arms to
emphasize a word or phrase. He scans the room and announces, “I will give Samuel and
Aria a DYB [Do Your Best] point. They are already starting on their Do Now. Really
strong start this morning.” As he moves throughout the room, a timer projected on the
screen counts down the five allotted minutes for the Do Now.
Stationed at the front of the room, Cole grabs his students’ attention, “Tracking
me in 3, 2, 1. Who is more remarkable?” He pauses for effect. “The Mayans or Aztecs?”
A number of hands shoot up into the air and Cole takes a few questions before moving to
the day’s objective and agenda.
Possibly picking up on Cole’s energy, a student loudly and enthusiastically reads the
objective. For the day’s lesson, students will be comparing and contrasting the Mayan
and Aztec civilizations by examining secondary sources. The students then begin an
independent practice assignment.
As the students work, Cole moves around the room and occasionally answers a
question or redirects an off-task student. During one of his laps through the aisles, he

181

bumps fist with a female student. She smiles broadly as Cole continues through the aisle
to check in with students.
Cole returns to the front of the room. He announces, “Alright, let’s put those
pencils down. Looks like we didn’t do it at 100%. So, let’s do it again.” The students pick
up their pencils and proceed to put them down again. Cole seems satisfied.
Cole continues, “Right now I have a serious question. It actually keeps me up at
night.” I notice the hint of sarcasm, which seems to not register with the students. “Pie
and cake. Which is better? My wife and I argue about this. I can see the arguments on
both sides.” He sighs for effect. “I just don’t know.”
He taps a key on his laptop. Suddenly, a pie and a cake appear on the screen. A
sea of hands fly into the air. Cole has successfully piqued their interest. “Looks like we
have a lot of strong opinions on this. We are actually going to debate about this. Before
we do, does anyone actually know what a Venn Diagram is?”
After he gives a short explanation of a Venn Diagram, he announces they will
only have a minute and a half to compile a list of the differences between pie and cake.
He also stokes their interest a bit more when he announces there is a competition between
his classes. The victorious class is the one that compile the most differences. He reminds
them, “We need to talk in complete sentences. You also can’t talk unless you are holding
the ball.” He shows them an inflatable ball that looks like a globe.
He says with exuberance, “The winning class can call themselves Pie or Cake
Champion.”
The students enthusiastically share answers as they toss ball to each other.
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A girl shouts, “Cake has more flavors than pie.”
A boy retorts, “That’s not true.”
“Cake has frosting,” another student quickly says before tossing the ball.
Cole settles them down by saying, “Voices off in 3, 2, 1.” One student continues
to move around in his seat as he jostles with his table partner. Cole without emotion says,
“I will take away a responsibility point from David.”
Without losing momentum, he shifts to talking about the importance of being
specific when they discuss the similarities and differences of pie and cake. He then
moves to introducing the main purpose of the lesson, which is discussing the Mayan and
Aztec civilizations.
Cole give them the next three minutes to work with their table partners on
compiling a list of three similarities and three differences between the Mayans and
Aztecs. He moves around the room and occasionally crouches down to check in with a
student.
Using the document camera, he writes on the Venn Diagram the differences and
similarities the students share with him. Cole sits up in front and seems content with their
responses.
The last part of the class is devoted to independent work time as the students
prepare for next week’s formative assessment.
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Pressure to Perform
“So that keeps me up at night.”
Entering the year, Cole acknowledges he feels pressure to be an effective teacher.
A significant point of stress stems from how his students will perform on standardized
tests. “Good data” means a student has shown growth through improved test scores. Each
grade level team’s data is compared to other schools in the network; therefore, Cole’s
data will influence his 6th grade team’s status within the network. A portion of each
teacher’s salary is also connected to their individual data.
The 6th grade team has consistently been one of the top achieving teams in the
network. Cole feels the burden of having his data connected to two of the network’s
highest data point teachers, both 6th grade teachers. In our first interview, Cole says he
sees both the benefits and drawbacks to becoming a member of such a successful team.
He tells me, “It's a double-edged sword, right? They're going to bring me up. At the same
time, if I do poorly this year, it will bring them down” (personal communication, Aug.
26, 2018). This sets the stage for Cole to seek his colleagues’ approval and validation.
He knows he must hit the ground running. It is not a surprise to me when Cole
mentions in a voice memo that he feels both “stressed and overwhelmed” at the start of
the year (voice memo, Aug. 24, 2018). The stress results from not understanding all of
the school’s systems and being intimidated by his colleagues.
And I also feel like I always like don’t know what is going to happen. Like I feel
like everyone who I work with has worked there for so long – the newest person
being four years and the oldest person being one of the people that started the
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school. Where four of the people on my team being people who started the school
– two of which are some of the best teachers in the state, possibly the country.
(voice memo, Aug. 24, 2018)
Cole wonders if he can measure up to the lofty standards he feels have been set by his coworkers.
Cole recounts a conversation he has with one of his 6th grade team members,
Caleb, before the start of the year. He says to his colleague, “Hey Caleb, man I know that
our data is tied [together]. I don’t want to fuck it up.”
In a half serious and half joking tone, Caleb replies, “Yeah, I don’t want you to
fuck it up either” (personal communication, Aug. 26, 2018).
Cole knows he will receive support from his co-workers, especially his fellow
team members; however, he also does not want to become a burden for his team
members. In our interview, I can sense his concern. He references not disappointing his
team members as he says with only a trace of hyperbole, “And so that keeps me up at
night” (personal communication, Aug. 26, 2018). I wonder if Cole will embrace the
challenges or crumble under the pressure.
He pours time and effort into lesson planning. In our first interview, he admits he
is not adept at lesson planning. He tells me, “I am, like a said, a poor lesson planner, and
to the point that it takes me very long time, to do it effectively” (personal communication,
Aug. 26, 2018). After his first week, he knows it will be a long weekend. “I am not ready
for next week – planning wise – so I will be working through the weekend” (voice memo,
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Aug. 24, 2018). He recognizes where he needs support, yet he does not reach out to his
team members for help.
While Cole’s primary focus during the start of the year is being prepared for his
classes, he is also working on building relationships with his students. In his early voice
memos, he often highlights positive one-on-one interactions with students. For example,
in the first week of school, he helps a student who is struggling to figure out his locker.
Cole stays with the student for 15 minutes after school and makes sure the student feels
confident opening the locker. At the end, they smile at each other and high five. While he
sees the value of these moments, he knows they will not be the ultimate measure of his
success according to the school. He emphasizes this point in our interview.
For me my big stress is like, okay there's a relationship with kids and there's me in
this whole like, you're in front of classroom persona, and that's important but, at
the end of the day, what NHMS cares about, what my co-workers, what Caleb [a
co-worker] cares about and what I care about for the kids… because I'm thinking
back to what you said is a good teacher. Data points now show up. (personal
communication, Aug. 26, 2018)
Cole, as a first-year teacher, initially defers to how the school (and many of his
colleagues) defines a successful teacher. At NHMS, a good teacher is one whose students
demonstrate growth as shown through improved test scores.
As a new teacher, Cole is trying to figure out how he fits in with his school. A big
part for Cole is feeling accepted and validated by his co-workers. In his early voice
memos, he often mentions his co-workers. For example, in his first memo, he says, “I
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don’t know I guess I don’t feel like I fit in with the group [his co-workers]” (voice memo,
Aug. 24, 2018). In his second memo, he indicates he feels more comfortable with his
colleagues. He says, “my co-workers and I generally get along well. I mean we are not
best friends or like close friends, which is hard working in a place where everybody’s
known each other for fucking ever…” (voice memo, Aug. 29, 2018). This emphasis on
his co-workers speaks not just to the importance of relationships for Cole, but this desire
to receive affirmation. He sees their approval and acceptance as an important indicator of
his performance.
In his early memos, I surprised by how infrequently Cole checks in with himself.
His focus seems to be primarily on the external aspects of teaching: co-workers,
relationships with students, and lesson planning. I feel like Cole is driving a car at night
without its headlights on. He is driving towards a destination he can’t see, but he must put
forth all of his energy into looking in the direction where he assumes this destination lies.
Cole simply does not have the time or capacity to be concerned with his self-awareness at
this point.
I am going to end this vignette with a brief disclaimer about language. Cole
incorporates crass language often within his memos and in our interviews. After getting
to know him, I quickly came to understand his language is not malicious and simply a
part of his personality.
“Is this forever?”
In the first month of the school year, Cole struggles to gain confidence in his
teaching. He receives positive feedback from his coach; however, he is also working long
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hours and struggling to connect with some of his students. He prioritizes building
connections with his students in his advisory period. Every teacher at NHMS supervises
an advisory in the morning, which usually is about twenty minutes. As a male teacher, his
advisory is made up of only male students. During this informal period, Cole checks in
with “his boys” as he affectionately calls them to see how they are doing and if they are
completing their homework. He mentions that initially it has been tough to build
meaningful connections with them; however, they do have a lot of fun in the advisory.
He specifically talks about trying to connect with Jason, who is one of his
advisory students. Jason often receives refocuses from Cole and other teachers for failing
to complete his homework. Cole comments in his voice memo, “I feel like I haven’t
really reached him or don’t understand him maybe a little bit, which is a little frustrating”
(voice memo, Aug. 29, 2018). This inability to reach some of his students, particularly
one of his advisory students, contributes to his feelings of ineffectiveness.
Also weighing on Cole’s mind is the time he puts into teaching. While Cole
works long hours, I sense he feels like he should be seeing more progress.
I am tired, and I also feel (stops) I don’t know, I feel like I think I am starting to
(pauses) see the year ahead. I am starting to see what my weeks look like and
what my job feels like. And I’m thinking, as fun as this is sometimes – being in
front of the kids, connecting with the kids, talking to them. This is a really fucking
hard job. (voice memo, Aug. 29, 2018)
I sense he is beginning to understand the immensity of the challenges he will face
throughout the year. Later, in the same memo, he poses a rhetorical question: “I guess the
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question is: is this forever?” (voice memo, Aug. 29, 2018) He wonders if can sustain this
pace and if these long hours are worth the investments. In other words, will they help him
become an effective teacher?
Cole laments feeling like he is not an effective teacher despite putting in a lot of
hours. In a memo he records in September, he says, “My reflection on this week is pretty
straightforward. Well, I guess maybe not. You know as far as – my overall feeling
basically is that I am not an effective teacher” (voice memo, Sept. 9, 2018). Later in the
memo, he provides more details about why he feels this way.
I felt like my lessons – and I still feel this way – aren’t the most effective I know.
It is almost like I know what to do or I know what I am doing wrong is the better
way to say it. I know what I am doing wrong. I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t
know what the right thing to do is, which is frustrating. (voice memo, Sept. 9,
2018)
I can sense Cole finds himself in a difficult position. He wants to improve, yet he is not
able to accurately identify what he needs to do to improve his instructional practice. Cole
does not possess the self-awareness to accurately self-evaluate himself as a teacher.
Without this self-awareness, his ability to exercise agency is also inhibited because he
cannot even perceive what agentic options are available to him.
“Those that can’t do, teach.”
Cole’s desire for validation stretches beyond his co-workers. It includes his
parents, himself, and even society. In our first interview, Cole mentions that he grew up
with parents who did not advocate for teaching as a career and even subconsciously
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denigrated the profession. He grew up in a wealthy family and he feels, at least implicitly,
his parents judged the merits of a job based on how much money could be earned.
In the middle of September, Cole describes in a voice memo how his view of
teaching has begun to evolve. He responds in a voice memo to a prompt, which asks what
he has learned about himself after just one month as a teacher. At the beginning of the
memo, Cole admits he feels more invested in teaching than he had anticipated.
I have to say I think I realized that I care a lot more. I am really learning about
how I handle emotions and like how I even view people. I didn’t think I would
actually care that much. I know that sounds stupid or very cold, but I know a lot
of people do it because they love children. That’s why they teach. And I love
children, and I wanted to work with children. But mine was really more of a
mission of doing good and helping the world. It wasn’t so much directed at
children. (voice memo, Sept. 15, 2018)
Cole’s recognition of his emotional investment indicates he is moving towards becoming
more self-aware of how he is influenced by his daily interactions with students. Through
identifying his emotional connection to his students and teaching, he begins to develop
more awareness of himself as a teacher. He can begin to register how he influences his
students and their impact on him. This emotional connection to teaching also precipitates
a change in his perspective of the teaching profession.
He processes his upbringing where he was surrounded by people who painted a
less than flattering image of teachers. He internalized those views, primarily propagated
by his parents, which portrayed teachers in a poor light.
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I think one of the things I’ve learned about myself is that you know teaching has
been defined by the way my parents thought about teaching. I think they looked
down at it. They might have said opposite, but all the other things they said. All
the other rhetoric they have said has always been pretty negative about it…They
are really awed by jobs, money, grandeur. You know that stuff. Their big message
to me growing up I think that I have really internalized is like you are not
successful unless you are wealthy. And you are not successful unless people
respect your position – like everyone…I’ve actually been told by other adults:
“Those that can’t do, teach.” (voice memo, Sept. 15, 2018)
As he continues in his memo, Cole illuminates how he also viewed teachers in a
disparaging light. This extends even to his decision to become a teacher.
I think those are breaking within me. I think they are changing slowly. I think I
have looked down kind of on my decision that I picked for myself. And I’ve kind
of looked down on myself. And I think that is starting to change inside. (voice
memo, Sept. 15, 2018)
His comments suggest he feels he must validate his career choice not only to others, but
also to himself.
Linking his identity to teaching means breaking free from parental and societal
expectations. Cole realizes doing so means redefining his identity through a new
perspective. He speaks with conviction on this topic in his memo.
For me not caring if people think my decision as a teacher is good or bad is a big
deal. It would mean walking away from my connections to what my parents
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thought I should be and how I have internalized that. (voice memo, Sept. 15,
2018)
Becoming a teacher is a big deal for Cole, particularly because of his upbringing, and he
feels committed to demonstrating the value of teaching.
I am able to dig into deeper Cole’s feelings about teaching and how he has had to
recalibrate his view of the profession when I interview him in December.
Dan: “Is there any part of you that feels you need to validate that choice [to be a
teacher] to yourself or even your parents?”
Cole: “Yes, of course, of course. I think it would be weird if I felt that way and
didn't. You know what I mean? It would be like okay, that's a weird disconnect.”
Dan: “Yeah.”
Cole: “Yeah. I mean, I think being a good teacher is not enough, basically, at this
point. I have to be the best or eventually become a dean or a principal or
something.”
Dan: “Sure. Sure.”
Cole: “I still think there's that in me, and I'm trying to temper that with my first
year. Relax, focus on classroom management, and so it's basically my bias on the
inside and then trying to fight that against the reality of what the world is. You
know what I mean?”
A few moments later in our interview Cole shows he is still processing his own
beliefs of himself and the need to personally validate his career choice.
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Cole: “I think one of the things I'm still battling with is this enough for me with
those feelings inside. Is this desire...Is this enough for me? And really getting
down to whether that comes from my parents or that comes from some weird
perception I have.” (personal communication, Dec. 17, 2018)
I walk away from the interview and make a few notes about Cole’s comments while I am
in my car. I realize he is gradually becoming more self-aware of the biases he has held,
which still influence a profession he has come to respect. While he tries to distance
himself from his parents and societal views, there is still an innate desire to gain
affirmation for choosing to become a teacher. I add one final note: Cole seeks validation
from himself for his career choice.
Cole’s initial steps towards improved self-awareness bring to light his need for
validation from himself and others. As this tension becomes visible to Cole, he must
decide how to navigate it. Becoming an effective teacher means embracing a profession,
which he acknowledges he has not always respected. As shown in this vignette, Cole
seems unsure of how much of himself he can commit to teaching.
Becoming more comfortable
“You’re nailing that.”
After a bumpy start to the year, Cole begins to feel more comfortable as he gets
closer to October. He says in a voice memo, “I’m feeling pretty good. I think I’m just
starting to get my sea legs under me” (voice memo, Sept. 23, 2018). He demonstrates
better self-awareness and a more accurate self-perception of his role as a teacher. For
example, he says, “There’s mistakes I make every day, but I think I’m generally getting
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the gist and the vibe of it” (voice memo, Sept. 23, 2018). This recognition that mistakes
are not catastrophic is a step forward in his social and emotional development as he
embraces a more realistic view of how his behavior influences his environment.
Cole prioritizes classroom management in his instructional practice. When I
interview him in December, he says this became a focal point for him because he
struggled to effectively manage his classroom as a student teacher.
It was one of the things I was having trouble... last year I got eaten alive in
classroom management. It was really one of those things where I hated coming to
school and I was like, "I think I've made a pretty bad choice." Right? So for me, it
was I need to not have that happen again because I'll quit. I won't be a teacher
anymore. And so, on the classroom management, that's pretty much been my
entire focus. (personal communication, Dec. 17, 2018)
He acknowledges classroom management governs his attention during his instruction. He
holds tightly to this part of teaching because it derailed his performance last year.
Even though he is still learning other aspects of teaching, his success in classroom
management provides validation for his choice to become a teacher.
Everything I can do to get that [effective classroom management]. So that's been
my entire focus and I think, and again, going back to the lesson, I think that's why
there's other aspects of my teaching that are really like, "You're pretty new still."
(personal communication, Dec. 17, 2018)
He tells me classroom management drives many of his decisions. For example, in our
interview, he discusses what he does to promote student compliance with expectations. “I
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try to have an open dialogue with them and incentivize, I mean, I bribe them. You know
what I mean?” (personal communication, Dec. 17, 2018) Cole sees classroom
management as foundational to his success as a teacher and this aspect of teaching begins
to shape his teaching approach.
Cole also starts to receive positive feedback about how he handles student
behavior, which further cements classroom management as critical to his teaching style.
For example, while his coach acknowledges Cole has room to improve in a lot of areas,
he praises Cole’s successful classroom management. According to Cole, his coach tells
him, “You're nailing that, this thing [classroom management]. You're not nailing all the
stuff. There's lots of growth in other areas, but on this one thing, class management, you
are nailing it…” (personal communication, Dec. 17, 2018). The feedback provides Cole
with external validation and gives him a boost in confidence.
Over time, his co-workers take notice of one of his classroom management
strategies. It is a strategy I have also seen during my classroom observations. Cole
quickly takes action when he notices off-task or disruptive behavior. In a neutral tone, he
hands out the consequence to the student – usually a refocus – and then continues with
the lesson. He calls this strategy lightning quick redirects. In one of his October voice
memos, he describes the praise he has received from his colleagues: “I got some really
good feedback from some other teachers. They wanna come in my room to see lightning
quick redirects for other teachers who are struggling at my school…So that was pretty
cool” (voice memo, Oct. 28, 2018). The external validation Cole receives for his

195

classroom management strategies changes his outlook on teaching. He now has a source
of pride, which influences his teaching identity.
Cole’s teaching style, which has begun to take shape, reflects the early stages of
his social and emotional development. He has only initially started to develop selfawareness and his emphasis on classroom management has highlighted his lack of social
awareness. He prioritizes compliance, yet he does not seek to understand his student’s
perspective. At this point, his decisions emphasize what is the quickest way to maintain
control of the classroom environment.
“I have a pretty hard line.”
As Cole settles into his first year of teaching, he begins to embrace being known
as a strict teacher. Initially, he is not aware of this designation; however, he gradually
becomes cognizant of his students’ perceptions of him. He states in a voice memo that “I
am perceived as strict by some of the students. And I actually think I like that. At first, it
made me feel bad, but now I’m like huh” (voice memo, Oct. 28, 2018). Initially unsure of
how to react to his students’ comments, he comes to view them as indication he is
becoming an effective teacher. He feels being strict provides his students with a layer of
accountability for students.
He describes his interactions with one student in particular to demonstrate his
strict approach. He talks about Carson, a student who tends to try to bend the rules. Cole
notices he is the only teacher who writes more than or word or two in Carson’s tracker (a
sheet to monitor a student’s homework and behavior). With the tracker, Cole takes the
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additional step of explaining to Carson the rationale for what he writes. His approach
emphasizes students must be accountable for their behavior.
He acknowledges he needs to tweak this approach, especially with Carson. He
references a coach as the example he aspires to replicate.
I am trying to – I just read this reading [article] about like coaches, a really strict
coach for the Cardinals a few weeks ago. And how he was like an intense coach.
Super serious. Super – not scathing – but very direct with his language. But like
also considered one of the nicest guys on the planet. And I think that’s what I’m
missing with this student. And I’m trying to figure out how to get it in more. And
like how that our relationship could more resemble that. That has been difficult.
(voice memo, Oct. 28, 2018)
Cole has established a firm stance with Carson; however, he realizes he needs to find a
way to communicate care and compassion as well. In a way, Cole’s willingness to
explain his rationale communicates his genuine concern for Carson; however, Carson
does not recognize this as concern for his wellbeing. Cole’s actions towards Carson show
improved social awareness, but he still has room to grow in his relationship skills.
Additionally, he recognizes he may need to alter his communication style to build a
deeper connection with his students.
Other students confirm Cole is stricter than the other teachers. For example, a
student tells Cole his morning advisory time is too serious. The student specifically
mentions that Cole’s advisory focuses on what “they did wrong” (voice memo, Nov. 5,
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2018). Cole pushes back on this characterization and notes other students have a more
positive view of his advisory period.
In our interview in December, Cole provides more details about his teaching style.
I ask him at the end of the interview if anything has surprised him this year. He offers a
blunt response, “Yeah, I’m kind of a little bit of a dick.” He continues later in the
interview to say, “But I thought my class was going to be the class where they walked
down like, ‘Oh man, he’s the cool teacher.’ And I’m not” (personal communication, Dec.
17, 2018). Cole seems to be processing this development as if he can’t quite articulate
how or when he decided to embrace this teaching approach.
Cole prioritizes maintaining control in his classroom. He clearly communicates
his expectations and consequences to his students through a dispassionate tone. For Cole,
he does not want to blur the edges when it comes to classroom expectations. He explains
to me,
I have a pretty hard line. You talk when you're not supposed to be talking. It's a
refocus. I don't care why you dropped a pencil. Someone's like, can you grab it?
You said, ‘sure.’ I caught you. I think with sixth grade, there needs to be a really
harsh, all right man, this is a non black and white thing. Just get it silently and
hand it back to him. You know what I mean? I also think it's equitable, and it's the
only way to be the most equitable is just to be that's the rule. You broke it. This is
what happens. (personal communication, Dec. 17, 2018)
I notice this approach leaves little room for compassion. I am also struck by how Cole’s
persona in December differs from what Cole envisioned he would be like before the start
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of the school year. Cole seems to have assumed a teaching identity built on what he sees
affirmed by his coach and colleagues. At the beginning of the year, Cole talks about
being the fun teacher who still holds his students to expectations. The fun seems to
bubble up occasionally, but it seems like it is overshadowed by his desire for compliance.
Near the end of the interview, Cole references a class that I observed. He uses the
class to illustrate his approach to managing student behavior.
When the student was tapping his pencil today in class. I mean it was basically,
“Hey man, the disruption in the silent time of you tapping is taking away from the
learning experience of those around us.” I know you don't intend to do that. So,
we need to correct that and if it continues, it's going to be a refocus. (personal
communication, Dec. 17, 2018)
This situation demonstrates Cole’s commitment to maintaining a productive learning
environment, yet it also shows a lack of empathy. In general, Cole feels he has a positive
relationship with most of his students, yet I am struck by this situation. Cole shows little
interest in discovering why the student continues to tap his pencil. Instead, he merely
addresses the outcome rather than the reason for the behavior. By quickly quelling the
behavior, Cole subconsciously, or perhaps consciously, shuts down the conversation. As
Cole gains competence in this style of teaching, he shows little progress in his
relationship skills and self-awareness.
“I need all eyes tracking me.”
I observe Cole on a Monday in the middle of December. I arrive a few minutes
before the start of Cole’s first period class.
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Students file into the room and pick up a sheet of paper as they enter the room.
After the students settle into their seats, Cole tells them, “I am so excited to be back. I am
recovering from walking pneumonia. Don’t worry I’m not contagious.”
Then he asks them how they behaved for the sub during the two days he was
absent. “Thumbs up and thumbs down on Thursday and Friday. Yeah, not quite as good
on Friday. You want to talk about Friday?”
The kids share candid comments about their behavior. I am impressed they admit
to being off task and goofing around.
Cole concludes the conversation with, “It looks like we have room to grow.”
He then moves them into the lesson’s main topic: the Columbia Exchange. He
introduces a video on goods and animals sent to the Americas. Before he starts the video,
Cole pauses to address a student who is talking. “So, I am going to take a respect point
from Liam for talking.” There is no discernible emotion in his voice as reprimands Liam.
After the video, Cole tells the students to work with their partners for two minutes
on developing a list of positives and negatives of the Columbia Exchange.
Once the two minutes are up, Cole uses a clap and response technique to get their
attention. “Let’s make sure those voices are off.”
As he pushes up the sleeves on both arms, he tells them, “You have ten minutes to
work independently. This is a silent time. You are working silent.”
The students begin to work on the packet, which contains questions and
information related to the Columbia Exchange.
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As the students work, Cole moves around the room and occasionally answers a
question or redirects an off-task student. At one point, he stops to talk Tommy, a boy in
the back of the room who struggles to stay in his seat. He is reading a graphic novel. Cole
crouches down to make eye contact with him and an animated discussion ensues. The
other students do not seem to notice, and Cole seems conscious of keeping his voice at a
low volume while he gestures with his hands to Tommy.
At the conclusion of the independent work time, Cole begins to move them to a
Mastery Check. “Alright, I need all eyes tracking me in 3, 2, 1.” Most of the students turn
their attention to Cole. He teases them, “Eyes tracking the ground. Tracking the ceiling.
Tracking me.”
A few students are still transitioning, so Cole waits for them. He calls on a student
who has a question. Showing some irritation that he is still waiting on a few students, he
says, “I am waiting for 100% of eyes. All eyes tracking Lucinda. Let’s pause. You don’t
have all eyes.”
The final part of class is dedicated to the Mastery Check. He tells the students
they have seven minutes to complete it.
As the class winds down, Tommy calls Cole over to his table. Before Tommy can
complete a sentence, he begins to cry. After class, Cole tells me Tommy was upset
because during class he received a refocus, which is a form of disciplinary action. I tell
Cole I did not even see him give Tommy a refocus. He laughs and says he actually
handed out three during the class. He goes on to explain why Tommy was so upset.
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Because he received a refocus, Tommy tells Cole he will not be able to get a burger with
his dad and play video games after school.
The lesson I observe shows Cole maintains control of the classroom through a
vigilance to shutting down disruptive behavior. He seems to have built a positive rapport
with most of the students, but I sense there is not depth to his relationships. I am not sure
if this bothers Cole. I know he cares about his students, but his primary focus during the
lesson is classroom management. The approach deprioritizes social awareness and
relationship skills. Without spending time seeking the reasons for students’ behavior or
probing to see their perspectives, he can dedicate his attention to monitoring behavior,
answering student questions, and directing the lesson.
Perspective Change
“I don’t think I was myself.”
The winter break provides a valuable respite for Cole. When he returns to the
classroom in January, he seems less concerned with external validation. In his personal
life, Cole finds out his wife is pregnant. This news and the break from school, to a lesser
degree, push him to reconsider how many hours he dedicates to teaching each week. In
his first memo of the new year, he looks back at the first part of the year and vows to
work differently in the new year.
I was so worried about doing so well, and I was stressing about so much that this
last like three or four months, it's just been really, not the best. And so, I'm really
coming at it now with like, alright, what can I get done at work? (voice memo,
Jan. 13, 2019)
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Accepting this perspective change provides a way to free him from what often has been
self-imposed stress.
Cole’s relaxed tone allows him to accept the realities of teaching. It is difficult
and results cannot be attained by simply working longer hours. He obsesses less over
lesson planning.
I have tomorrow's lesson done, and I have nothing else done. I'm just like okay
with it. And I'm comfortable with it, and I'm getting more comfortable with that.
And that's not terrifying me as much. It's all going to be okay, I guess is kind of
how I feel. So anyways, that's how I'm feeling after the break going into this.
(voice memo, Jan. 13, 2019)
As he embraces this outlook, Cole seems more content and confident in his instructional
skills.
The shift in Cole is far more significant than simply reframing his approach to the
teaching workload. When I interview Cole at the end of the year, he points to January as
when he began to feel more authentic at school.
I decided around January to be myself. I think I had holed up a lot. I was always a
yes man, and I still am. To be honest, I still am…I had put that [my true self] and
locked it away, because I saw a group of very professional, happy, fun people.
There was a time where I was like, "I don't think any of these people know me,
and I don't think I've been myself. I think I've been very polite, I've been very
nice, I've been very funny, but I don't think I've been myself." (personal
communication, June 10, 2019)
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By giving himself permission to be authentic, Cole seems less concerned with receiving
external validation for his teaching. His focus turns to feeling comfortable being himself
in the classroom and with his co-workers.
A key factor in Cole’s initial reluctance to be himself is fitting into an established
culture. It is a culture where strong friendships between co-workers have already been
established. Cole tells me in our final interview that “Everybody's best friends here, so,
it's weird to work at a place where everyone is really hanging out with everybody all the
time” (personal communication, June 10, 2019). While the school has been around for
only eight years, many of the teachers have been a part of the school since its inception.
In fact, the teacher Cole replaced had been there since it opened. Cole talks about
replacing her. “Taking that position was a big deal, and I'm not her. If you met her, you'd
be like, ‘You're definitely not her’” (personal communication, June 10, 2019). At the start
of the year, Cole suppresses part of his personality as he gets a feel for the work culture.
As Cole becomes more comfortable being himself, he demonstrates the selfawareness to validate his personality and allow his true self to show up at school. He
admits part of this decision is due to his students. He tells me in our interview at the end
of the year, “But, I just decided the kids would like me better and I could be more
effective if I was just myself. Not only for my colleagues but like for the kids” (personal
communication, June 10, 2019). He even changes the way he dresses from dress shirts
and khaki pants to flannel shirts and jeans; and he doesn’t attempt to cover up his new
tattoo on his right arm. He describes his students’ response to him as mixed.
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What's funny is, kids get really upset, kids can get upset with you. I think the
kids’ illusion of me also pops. Does that make sense? I think there is a negative
when you do that. I think there are kids who see you as unprofessional or
whatever, maybe less trusting. But, I think honestly, I think the kids who need you
the most, the kids who are the most difficult, I feel like they respect that. I don't
know how else to put it. They find it easier to talk to you. (personal
communication, June 10, 2019)
Perhaps more critical than being accepted by all of his students is that Cole simply feels
more comfortable in the classroom.
The other part that emerges when Cole frees himself is his communication style.
Cole feels more comfortable in embracing a direct, honest line of communication with his
co-workers.
He admits he is bothered by feeling pressured to always frame every situation through a
positive lens. He mentions this to me in our final interview,
Negative feelings are okay. Kids need to learn this too; they exist. You are not
going to feel happy every day. It's just impossible. No one is. The happiest person
on earth isn't. I say that together with being myself. I think I just started to tell
people how I really felt, and I really was myself, and I started making connections
that way. (personal communication, June 10, 2019)
He acknowledges allowing this at times brash personality loose is a risk. He speaks up
more at faculty meetings and makes his opinions know. In the end, he feels validated for
being honest with himself and his colleagues.
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I think the risk paid off. Again, it was worth it, but it also created strife. I don't
think my dean likes me very much…I'm okay with being that person as long as
that is accepted. It is still though like, I feel like I don't know, I like to cut through
the bullshit. (personal communication, June 10, 2019)
While Cole does not necessarily see dramatic external changes, I sense he feels more at
ease with himself. There is a certain amount of stress associated with suppressing your
personality. Cole is able to let go of at least this form of stress. It is also allows him to
into himself versus prioritizing how his colleagues feel about him.
“And I think it just grinds you out.”
Cole’s memos become more sporadic as the school year moves into spring. I
wonder if he is exhausted, stressed, or simply preoccupied. I get an answer when he sends
in a memo at the start of March. He describes a “new feeling” of becoming increasingly
frustrated with students. This is not something I observed in the classroom or heard in his
memos during the first part of the year. He talks about the difficulty of being present and
sympathetic with his students.
And even with some of my students who are constantly problems, I'm sorry, I am
just not being present because I'm just so fucking done. I'm like, "You know what
dude? Just fucking shut up. How about that? Just stop talking, and we wouldn't be
here. Will you do that for one day? Just one day and then I could stop, just one
day." And I think that's become a new feeling. (voice memo, March 4, 2019)
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Cole still cares for his students, but he acknowledges his exhaustion and the emotional
labor of teaching make it difficult for him to show compassion for them as the school
year moves into its final months.
The timing for these feelings is a bit unexpected as Cole notes in his voice memo
his data for the trimester was the best of nine schools in the network. Cole says, “My
growth shows that my kids will be where they're supposed to be by the end of the year.
So, if I can pull it off at the end [of the year] I'll have a very successful first year data
wise” (voice memo, March 4, 2019). While this validates Cole’s progress as a teacher, it
does not seem to satisfy him.
When I hear from Cole next, two weeks have passed. He has just experienced one
of his toughest weeks and characterizes himself as being in a “dark place” (voice memo,
March 18, 2019). It is in this memo where Cole begins to express irritation with how
society view’s teachers. A financial exercise he completes with his wife brings to light
his frustration. Cole’s wife earns a good salary through her job. Occasionally Cole has
mentioned his wife during one of his voice memos; I can sense they have a strong
relationship. His mentions the gap between his salary and his wife’s salary to discuss
society’s view of teaching.
It [wife’s salary] does though make me feel shitty that I'm not respected enough
to make more money or that our profession isn't. And I couldn't help but feel
some of those earlier pains that like my parents had like thrown out, and I couldn't
help but feel I worked my ass off. And I'm emotionally tired and I'm given all I
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got and, although it is nice to say that helping students is enough for me. I don't
know if it is. (voice memo, March 18, 2019)
While Cole has tried to distance himself from associating validation with money, I can
sense he still feels that pull. These feelings some to emerge as he does not feel fulfilled
through teaching.
During our final interview, Cole mentions that March and April were the months
where he experienced the biggest emotional dip. In the middle of April, I receive the first
voice memo from Cole in just over a month. As I listen to the memo, his agitation and
exhaustion are almost palpable. He talks about struggling to regulate his emotions, which
causes him to demonstrate less compassion and care with his students.
But also, at the same token, my frustration with expectations in my classrooms
not being met, my empathy is low. So even knowing that one thing, where I'm
seeing kids struggle with lives that are harder than mine have ever been, my
empathy is also very low. And I get much shorter than it was at the beginning of
the year. And much more in a place to snap at students. And I think, ultimately,
that's made the class of worse. (voice memo, April 21, 2019)
With his well-being compromised, his patience frays when he interacts with his students.
Cole’s inability to effectively manage his stress saps him of his emotional capacity to
support and care for his students.
In the memo, Cole also speaks to the challenges new teachers face. He describes
how even where there is progress, the path to becoming an effective teacher still feels
overwhelming.
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And then there's the day to day just churn of it. You know, there's papers to grade
and essays to read and lessons to write and lessons to teach. And I think it just
grinds you out. And I think, you know, especially when you're new, I feel like
you're using your brain and you're using your emotions, and you're making a lot
of mistakes and you're learning as you go. And I think, as confident as you might
feel at the end of the year, you also don't know, still, so much. (voice memo, April
21, 2019)
Cole articulates the immense challenge as he feels he has already dedicated a lot of effort
into improving his instructional practice, yet he feels like there is still so much room for
growth.
Beaten up metaphorically by the demands of teaching, Cole reassess his
performance and his attitude towards teaching. He says, “I have this underlying
frustration. And I'm not wanting to go to work, and I don't want to teach the kids
sometimes” (voice memo, April 21, 2019). Forced to confront these thoughts, Cole
admits he wished he had deeper connections with his students.
I felt like at the end of the year I should be more connected to my students than I
am, and I'm feeling frustrated that I'm not. Which is ultimately pushing me away
from my students more. (voice memo, April 21, 2019)
Interestingly, he juxtaposes this comment with the recognition that he feels more
confident in the classroom. There is this disconnect between the technical components
and social-emotional aspects of teaching. I wonder how data, which emphasizes the
technical component, influences this disconnect. According to his students’ test scores,
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Cole has been a successful teacher. His data ranks as one of the highest for school, yet I
also know this does not necessarily provide Cole with internal validation. To return to
Cole’s primary tension, he has received external validation through the test scores, yet he
is still searching for internal validation. He does not feel successful.
“Let’s crush our silent entry.”
When I observe Cole at the end of April, the voice memo he recorded a week
previous to this observation is still at the forefront of my mind. In the memo, he
expressed feeling frustrated, despondent, and exhausted. I am curious to see if I will see
any signs of those emotions in my observation. What I observe does not differ
dramatically from what I saw in my December observations of Cole. Many of the
routines and class structures are used and implemented in a similar fashion; however, I do
notice some subtle, yet significant differences.
The students line up in two columns and wait for Cole’s signal to enter the
classroom. With my radar attuned to look for differences, I notice Cole prompts the
students to walk quietly into the room: “Let’s crush our silent entry.” I recall observing
Cole in December when he enthusiastically asked the students to give him a low five on
their way into the classroom.
As the students are completing their opening Do Now activity, Cole scans the
room. When the activity comes to a close, he says, “Close those IRBs (Independent
Reading Books). I know it’s Monday, but let’s make sure we are sitting up straight.”
Cole asks for responses to the Do Now questions, which relate to the lesson’s
topic: imperialism. There are a few hands, but I notice the number of hands raised are
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significantly less than when I observed him in December. Cole informs them, “I’m going
to cold call.” He calls on a petite African-American girl.
She comments, “I feel a little weird. It feels weird because I don’t expect that
from a country that is a free land.”
Cole nods his head before moving on to call on another student.
The objective of the lesson is for students to determine the culture consequences
of imperialism and the opium wars in China. Cole stands in the front of the room and
explains they will be annotating an article about imperialism.
Cole asks the students, “What do we do when annotate?”
A boy with disheveled hair answers Cole, “Ah, I think margin notes.”
“Correct,” Cole says. He gives them six minutes to read and annotate the article. I
notice Cole does a couple of laps around the room, but he primarily sits the front of the
room with his laptop. He alternates between looking at his laptop and scanning the room.
Cole stands and claps two times; the students respond with two claps. He moves
back to his chair and turns on the document camera, which illuminates the article. He
asks the students, “According to the author, do the benefits of imperialism outweigh the
costs?”
“I’m loving the three hands I’m getting consistently. Just want to a get a few
more.” He waits and a few more hands go up.
After a brief discussion, he releases the students to work on questions related to
article. “I am going to let you work with your partner for four minutes. Whatever you
don’t finish of the questions will be homework.”
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As the end of class approaches, Cole moves around the room. He stops and picks
up a student’s packet. He reads the packet while he walks up the aisle. On his lap back,
he tells the student. “It’s good. I just want more detail.” Then he returns the packet to the
student.
As the students exit the classroom, I talk to Cole briefly before the next group of
students arrive. We do not discuss the voice memo; however, he mentions he feels like it
takes more effort to bring energy to teaching. He says he feels more like a task manager
as he doesn’t have the support staff afforded to teachers in other content areas.
I leave Cole’s classroom with mixed feelings as I process both his voice memo
and what I observed. I sense he is tired. My biggest takeaway is that he seems less
connected to the students. For example, he does not engage in interactions that require
minimal effort. Instead of high fiving the students, he instructs them to enter the room
silently. It is not a punishment, rather Cole does not possess the desire or capacity to
engage in this simple interaction. I don’t see him snap at any students, but he feels more
distant and less inclined to joke with the students. As I mentioned at the start of this
vignette, I do not see not a dramatic difference from when I observed him four months
ago, but there is certainly a noticeable difference. Judging by the students’ responses and
lackluster energy, they notice it too.
“Okay, you’re one of us.”
Cole tells him during our final interview that he ended the year on a positive note
after a difficult period in March and April. It was so rough in those months that he
considered not returning for a second year.
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So, around April, I'm just like, "I don't know if this is what I want to be doing."
What ended up happening, and I would say May and June popped back up,
probably shoot back up, is that, one I had some successes with some of my boys
that were real like growth, which was cool. (personal communication, June 10,
2019)
Cole spends the most meaningful time with the boys he supervises in his advisory, so it is
particularly rewarding for him to see them make progress.
In the interview, I also ask what he found most rewarding about his first year. He
briefly pauses and then mentions his co-workers.
The thing that comes to my mind first was that I felt at the end of the year like my
team finally gave me the "Okay, you're one of us. I can trust you." They had
always treated me as a member of the team…The assumption is that I will be
there. The assumption is that I can do it. It's not like, "Hey, do you need help with
that?" It's, "Will you do this for me to help me?" I think that shift was so apparent
to me. (personal communication, June 10, 2019)
He appreciates both the trust he feels, and the validation bestowed upon him by his fellow
team members. It seems fitting that he his final thoughts are about his co-worker because
I can recall at the beginning of the year how much stress Cole felt trying to gain their
affirmation.
As our interview comes to a close, Cole talks about preparing his room for
summer school. I sense genuine enthusiasm. He feels he has found a home at NHMS.
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Yes. There's a lot of trust there. I think that is the most rewarding. I was like, "I do
have a place here. I'm not the best teacher in the world, I'm not, but I am good
enough where these great teachers are like, you can do this. (personal
communication, June 10, 2019)
Cole ends the year feeling like he can be himself at NHMS. He knows he has room to
improve as a teacher, yet he is more self-aware of his capabilities as he prepares for his
second year.
Final Thoughts
Cole’s first year is unique and does not follow the typical trajectory of a first-year
teacher (see Moir’s phases in Chapter 2). While most new teachers experience a dip in
enthusiasm during October, Cole felt emotional stable. He bottoms out in the spring,
when most new teachers are starting to feel rejuvenated as they approach the end of the
year. During this period, he exhibits an inability to manage his stress and a desire to
disengage from interacting with his students.
Relatively inexperienced in terms of interacting with adolescents, Cole seeks validation
from his peers – especially during the first few months of the school year. He looks
outward for approval, which stunts his self-awareness. When he receives praise for his
classroom management approach, Cole leans into this teaching style and embraces a strict
persona. This is significant as he did not anticipate being this type of teacher.
The emphasis on control in Cole’s classroom undermines his efforts to build
meaningful relationships with his students. While Cole experiences some successes
through connecting with students in one-on-one interactions, he laments at the end of the
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year not feeling more connected to his students. This can be attributed to his classroom
management approach, which prioritizes compliance and does not create opportunities
for Cole to seek to understand his students’ perspectives.
Cole, however, demonstrates proficiency in many of the technical aspects of
teaching.
At a school that assesses student and teacher performance through student standardized
test scores, Cole’s student data ranks near the top for his charter school network. At the
end of the year, he also feels like he has earned the trust and approval of his co-workers.
All of these signs point to a successful year for Cole, yet there also exists a nagging lack
of fulfillment in Cole.
In our final interview of the year, I can tell that Cole has mixed feelings about his
first year. He feels he has improved significantly in his teaching practice throughout the
year, yet he is still trying to determine if teaching fits him. I imagine Cole as someone
who has just purchased a new pair of shoes. At the store, he thinks they are the right fit
and the right look, but he needs to walk around in the shoes for a while before he makes a
final determination. For Cole, this year has been walking in those new shoes as he
develops his self-awareness. Initially, he looks outward for confirmation (e.g., coworkers) that he is a good fit and an effective teacher in this new context. During the
second part of year, he begins to look inward to see if his true self is a good fit.
Ultimately, I think Cole needs more time before he decides whether he will stick with his
new shoes.
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Natalie Larson, High School English
Introduction
Natalie Larsen teaches English at an urban public high school. The school
operates as a pathways school, which means it offers opportunities for credit recovery to
improve outcomes for all students – especially those from underserved and low-income
populations. Eagle Creek Academy (ECA) places a strong emphasis on attending to the
whole person; they provide a robust staff of social workers and maintain small class sizes
in comparison to a traditional public school. The student population is both diverse (80%
minority students) and economically disadvantaged (also over 80%).
Natalie knows that her background and schooling do not mirror the educational
experiences of her students. A white female in her early 20s, she grew up in a mid-sized
city, attended schools that where mostly populated by white students, and excelled
academically. In contrast, she teaches students who have not had positive school
experiences in a racially diverse school. She tells me in our first interview, “And the
students who come through those doors are students who were not successful in a
traditional school environment” (personal communication, Aug. 16, 2018). Most of the
students started at a traditional public school before enrolling at ECA. The most common
reason for students making the switch is they have fallen behind on the credits needed to
graduate; therefore, ECA is often a last chance for students to remain on a path to
graduate with a high school diploma.
Although not much older than some of her students, Natalie’s maturity and poise
belie her age. A recent graduate of a one-year teacher education program at a university,
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she pursued her current teaching position after a successful year as a student teacher at a
different pathways school. She cites the plethora of support, both academic and socialemotional support, as critical in her decision to seek a teaching position at ECA. Familiar
with the challenges often present at a pathways school, Natalie anticipates encountering
student attendance issues and teaching students with traumatic backgrounds.
For our first interview, I meet Natalie on a breezy, warm day in August. We
conduct the interview outside so that Natalie can bring her puppy who is an adorable
playful pug. Our conversation starts with a brief discussion of her education background
before moving to her educational beliefs. She lists off the characteristics of a good
teacher: “Caring and supportive, rigorous, engaging. I can't quite think of the word, but
someone who is willing to be flexible and make sure that the content is relatable to the
students” (personal communication, Aug. 16, 2018). Eventually, the conversation turns to
the type of classroom culture she hopes to create. She wants her classroom to be a place
where students feel both respected and challenged. She says, “I believe that in the English
classroom I want to challenge my students to first of all leave their comfort zone behind
but also to be open minded” (personal communication, Aug. 16, 2018). She envisions a
classroom as a community where students feel respected and able to share and openly
discuss their experiences and opinions.
I ask her what she hopes her students will say about her class at the end of the
year. She doesn’t hesitate with her reply: “It was hard, but it was fun” (personal
communication, Aug. 16, 2018). I ask her how she defines hard and fun. She starts by
explaining how hard is holding students to high expectations. She recognizes many
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students are focused on the short-term goal of earning a high school diploma; however,
she wants to prepare students for life after high school. She tells me, “I really do believe
in preparing these students for post-secondary success. And for me that is being able to
read a text and understand it. And being able to write for different audiences and for
different disciplines” (personal communication, Aug. 16, 2018). She hopes the class is
also fun, which means students love learning and want to become lifelong learners. She
views her class and the school as a foundation for how her students will manage the rest
of their lives.
In our first interview, Natalie does not articulate the main tension she encounters
in her first year; however, she does introduce it in her first voice memo when she talks
about establishing boundaries to maintain her role as a teacher. Over the course of the
year, tension materializes through boundaries in three ways. First, Natalie does not want
to waver from her responsibilities as a teacher and thus separates herself from taking on
the duties of a school counselor or becoming too friendly with her students. Second,
boundaries are apparent through her classroom policies, which include recognizing her
students’ boundaries as well. Finally, boundaries emerge through the power dynamic in
class and who is the “expert” in the room.
Classroom Vignette
Started less than ten years ago, the school where Natalie teaches is still in its
infancy. A nondescript brick building, it resides on a street populated by apartment
buildings and an art gallery. If it were not for the banner bearing the school’s name, a
casual passerby would be hard pressed to be able to identify the building as a school.
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Because the building was not originally designed to be a school, the entryway feels more
like a clinic than an educational setting. Most of the rooms house at least two teachers to
accommodate the students’ class schedules. In one of our interviews, Natalie tells me she
feels lucky because she does not have to move to different classrooms throughout the
day.
Natalie’s classroom sits nestled in a corner at the end of a hallway. As students
make their way up a ramp to the room, they walk past student artwork lining the hall,
many focusing on social justice themes. When they reach the end of the ramp, a sharp
right turn leads them into the classroom. Natalie’s windowless room pales in comparison
to the size of a typical classroom at a traditional public school. The desks are arranged so
that students can sit in groups of three. The pods of desks are loosely set up in three rows,
which allows Natalie just enough space to move between the pods. Eighteen desks and
one high table fill the room, and it would take a creative configuration to squeeze in even
one more desk. A blackboard covers nearly half of the back wall. Written neatly in chalk
are the words “Respect Yourself, Respect Others, Respect the Space.” Below these
words, a student has drawn an impressive illustration of a super hero in red and white
chalk.
The space near the door includes Natalie’s desk, a small table, and another table
pushed up against the wall. It is evident that Natalie has put effort into personalizing this
space. On the small table, there is a diffuser emitting a fresh scent, a pot for making tea,
packets of lemon ginger turmeric tea, and a box of Kleenex. This area stands in stark
contrast to the other end of the room, which includes locked cabinets filled with musical
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instruments. After school the room serves as the music room, which explains the musical
instruments and the two posters taped on the cabinets.
Students sporadically file into the classroom. Before taking a seat, they pause at a
table pushed against the wall to write their names in a black binder. The table, which is
illuminated by a floor lamp, also holds student folders. Most of the students wear black
hooded sweatshirts with the school’s motto emblazoned across the chest and the school’s
mascot on the arm of one sleeve. The students’ aimless chatter mingles with Natalie’s
greetings to fill the small classroom.
There are nine students in the class. Student attendance fluctuates at the school,
which Natalie notes makes lesson planning challenging. Natalie’s voice breaks through
the idle chatter of the students: “We are going to go ahead and officially start.” She
casually rises from a stool in front of the classroom. Her attire strikes a balance between
professional and casual. She wears a black blazer over a turtleneck and jeans with black
boots. Natalie moves to a podium in front of the room and shifts her focus to the riddle
projected onto the white board.
She reads, “I’m a rare case where today comes before yesterday. What am I?”
A tall male student with black hair and stubble dotting his chin proclaims,
“Daylight savings.”
Natalie responds with encouragement: “You are thinking very much in a literal
sense. Think about the words.”
After a few more hints and a disjointed discussion, the answer, a dictionary, is
revealed. Natalie chuckles, “Is this too nerdy of a riddle?”
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A girl with the hood of her sweatshirt pulled over her head concurs with Natalie,
“That’s a bit too nerdy to me.”
Natalie moves ahead with the lesson. The students are preparing for Philosophical
Chairs, an activity where they will be debating a topic. The students have been reading
articles and gathering evidence in graphic organizers to prepare for the activity. Natalie
moves around the room to check on their progress. Three female Latino students sit
perched at the high-top table near the back of the classroom. One of the girls looks at her
phone and mumbles just loud enough for her friends to hear: “Piece of shit.” She then
turns her attention to the graphic organizer.
Natalie slowly moves about the room and crouches down to talk to a tall, heavyset
male student. He wears grey athletic pants and sits slouched in his chair. His body
language screams, It has not been a good day. She expresses concern for his well-being
and gently inquires: “How’s it going? You doing ok? You look a little down. Everything
ok?”
He replies through gritted teeth, “Not getting enough sleep.”
“Oh, that can make school tough,” Natalie responds with genuine concern. She
pauses their conversation and stands to address the rest of the class: “In two minutes we
are going to rearrange the desks.”
A female student with pink highlights in her long black hair pauses and looks at
Natalie on her way out of the classroom, “Oh crap, we are doing that today.”
Natalie’s eyes widen with a mixture of amusement and disbelief, “Yeah!”
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“I hate to stop you while you are working, but we need to get the show on the
road.”
She instructs the students to move the desks for the activity. The students
haphazardly arrange the desks so that two rows of five desks sit facing each other.
The students find a seat, and Natalie calmly explains the structure of
Philosophical Chairs. “The way this differs from a traditional debate is a person gives a
summary of what was said before stating their point. Remember to give evidence. Please
remember to be respectful.” After a brief pause, she adds two final instructions: “If the
discussion changes your mind, you may move to the opposite side. Also, my goal is I
really shouldn’t be saying anything.”
The subject of the debate is whether schools should stop the process of giving
letter grades to students. The alternative would be for teachers to give students written
feedback instead of grades. As the activity begins, Natalie sits at the periphery of the ten
chairs, holding her knee as she sits atop a desk. Five students sit on the agree side, which
means they are in favor of schools replacing grades with written feedback. Three students
are on the disagree side. One male student, sitting on the disagree side, says, “Wait,
which side is agree?” Realizing he is sitting on the disagree side, he moves to the other
side.
Natalie patiently observes the silence and initial reticence to speak. After sitting in
the quietude for a few moments, she says, “The first time is a little awkward. It is ok to
acknowledge that.”
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A male student summons up the courage to speak. He looks at his notes and then
says, “According to the sources, without grades students were inspired to do more work.”
His statement hangs in the air; many of the students turn and look at Natalie. With
a look of bemusement, she says in a light tone, “Why are you looking at me?”
A female student says, “Who are we supposed to be looking at?”
Natalie, sensing the students’ anxiety, says, “Let’s take a pause. Why are we
doing this?” She is calm and patient with the students. There is not even a hint of
frustration or judgment in her tone. After a few students note the importance of being
able to engage in discussions about critical issues, she tells them: “Let’s acknowledge our
awkwardness. Right, this is hard. I would appreciate if we started over. Does this sound
ok?”
The activity begins again and gains some momentum. It still moves along with a
slightly disjointed pace; however, Natalie appears to have mitigated some of the nervous
energy in the room as if she released a bit of air from an overinflated balloon, thus
averting a loud explosion.
Setting Boundaries and Building Relationships
“I am not here to be their friend, and I am not a counselor.”
When I talk with Natalie before the start of the year, she emphasizes the role
relationships will play in her success as a teacher. She knows supporting, listening, and
being compassionate to her students will be important in cultivating positive
relationships; particularly, because she knows many of her students have experienced
trauma. However, she also wants to be cognizant of how she interacts with her student so
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as not to take on the role of a counselor or become their friend. As she begins to connect
with students at the beginning of the year, she reminds herself of the importance of
boundaries.
One thing I do want to keep in the forefront of my mind is that I am these kids’
teacher, and I am here to support and to listen and to offer compassion. But I am
not here to be their friend, and I am not a counselor. And I think those two things
are going to be really important to keep in mind as this year progresses. (voice
memo, Aug. 31, 2018)
Natalie walks a delicate line as she builds connections with her students, reminding
herself she needs to be self-aware and intentional with her words and actions.
In one of her voice memos, she articulates an important interaction that helped
shape how she has come to view her role. She references this moment vulnerability,
which occurred during her year as a student teacher, to help explain her current approach.
As a student teacher in a pathways school, she quickly learned how difficult it can be to
maintain the boundary between being a teacher and slipping into the role of a counselor.
She reflects on what she describes as a “powerful moment” with a student who she says
is a “sweet, wonderful girl” (voice memo, March 17, 2019). One day, the student
nervously asks Natalie if they could sit down and talk. Natalie recognizes this may be a
sensitive situation and offers to walk with the student to get coffee. During their
conversation, the student reveals she is pregnant. As they talk, Natalie listens and
provides support as well as resources. She also tries to stay present and cognizant of her
role as a teacher: “You know there’s the professional side to these conversations I think
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where I’m still a teacher and I have to be very mindful of that reality when I’m having
these moments with students” (voice memo, March 17, 2019). The conversation proves
to be a pivotal moment for Natalie as she is forced to consider what her role is in these
situations.
At the end of the voice memo, Natalie processes how she handled the unexpected,
intimate conversation and how she wants to respond going forward. She acknowledges it
was not easy to know exactly how to approach the conversation. Given the opportunity to
reflect, she feels she acted appropriately.
I think I am really happy that I was able to be there and that she felt comfortable
enough you know tell me what was going on. But at the same time, it was
definitely the first time I really had to consider, “Well, what is my role as teacher
when kids come with these big life changes and decisions.” It’s an experience I
reflect on quite a bit. (voice memo, March 17, 2019)
Natalie’s contemplation on the interaction demonstrates the importance of selfawareness, relationship skills, and decision making in these moments. She feels she
stayed within her role as a teacher while offering support, but she was also careful to
avoid providing advice or invoking personal experiences that may have blurred the line
between conversing as a teacher to operating as a counselor or friend. A key part of this is
the awareness to understand her own self-perception and to prioritize listening and
supporting the student. As she says in her voice memo,
I definitely don’t pull personal experiences really into these conversations like
my own personal experiences just [be]cause I don’t think that is appropriate. It’s
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more I think as a teacher my job is to support, so it’s a lot of listening. (voice
memo, March 17, 2019)
The situation creates a road map for how Natalie navigates similar situations where the
boundary between teacher and counselor is put to the test. Because of the unpredictability
of teaching, she knows this boundary will likely be challenged frequently during her first
year of teaching.
Natalie revisits the topic of her teaching role in our final interview. She reflects
both on how she handled certain situations and affirms the importance of maintaining the
boundary between teacher and counselor. I ask her about listening to her students’
experiences.
I don't think I should be necessarily giving them personal advice. Because that's
not my role. My role is to be a listener. So, I often will, I always get their
permission, always, but I tell them I'm going to talk to a social worker. And then
it's just empathy. Telling them that must suck, and I think sometimes it's really
just that validation is really all they need. (personal communication, June 3, 2019)
Natalie demonstrates competence in social awareness and relationship skills in her
response. First, she intentionally allows the student to lead the conversation, while
showing empathy through validating their concerns. Also, she demonstrates respect to
both herself and the student by asking permission to bring this issue to the social worker.
In both instances, respect appears in the form of acknowledging boundaries. For Natalie,
it is remaining in her role as a teacher. For the student, Natalie asks permission to take the
student’s concern to a school counselor. Through our conversation, Natalie affirms how
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she has committed herself to supporting her students, while also respecting the boundary
she has established.
Natalie’s does not believe her commitment to establishing a clear distinction
between her role as a teacher and other roles (e.g., counselor, friend, etc.) hampers her
relationships with students. She does admit some students have pushed her to redefine
their relationship. In those instances, she checks in with herself and reminds the student
she is a teacher.
I know some teachers who like to be best friends with their students, and while I
think strong relationships are important, that's never an approach I wanted to take,
and I had to catch myself a few times and just make sure I kept those boundaries
in place because they're teenagers. They will push. They will push for cell phone
number. They will push to go get coffee. You know, that's fine, but being the
adult it's important to have those boundaries. (personal communication, June 3,
2019)
Natalie knows she is particularly susceptible to this pressure as a young teacher. She is
careful to not bring too much of her personal life into the classroom. In one of her voice
memos, she says, “I’m also very cognizant I think because I’m so young and my students
are so old” (voice memo, Dec. 7, 2018). She finds it helpful to focus on listening to her
students’ experiences. “It's natural for me to ask questions and to want to hear others’
experiences. I have had students approach me outside of class all year and ask for me to
listen. I think that is hopefully who I am as a teacher” (personal communication, June 3,
2019). I sense Natalie feels at the end of the year she has successfully built relationships
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with her students while also maintaining a clear line of how she interacts with her
students.
As Natalie navigates the tension triggered by establishing boundaries, she
displays competence in self-awareness and relationship skills. She regularly checks in
with herself to note how she is approaching interactions with her students. In her
conversations with students, she prioritizes listening to them, which allows her to begin
to understand their perspectives. In doing so, she cultivates relationship with students
without devaluing her role as their teacher.
“I will give you space.”
In her interactions with students, Natalie embraces a holistic approach, which
emphasizes care and respecting students’ personal boundaries. She starts the year by
highlighting the importance of learning the students’ names. She explains to me in our
first interview how she plans to have students stand in a circle and then toss a ball to each
other. As the ball is tossed, the person throwing the ball calls out the student’s name who
will receive the ball. Natalie stresses to me why she believes names are important for the
classroom’s culture:
We know each other's names because it's a way to respect each other and also you
need to make sure other people know your name because there's racism in our
world and making sure your boss knows your name is important. Some people
won't care to learn it. So, [I’m] making them aware and being transparent about
that. (personal communication, Aug. 16, 2018)
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The activity initiates community building and implicitly demonstrates that Natalie values
each student in her classroom.
Towards the end of the fall, I observe Natalie teaching her English I course, which
is comprised of students who would be freshmen or sophomores at a traditional high
school. The students are beginning a unit on the Holocaust. After Natalie briefly talks
with the students about a quote she has projected on the white screen, she moves into the
main part of the lesson.
She explains to students they will start with a Know What Learn activity on their
Google Chromebooks. One column is labeled Know, the next is What, and the final
column is Learn. Natalie uses the acronym KWL to describe the setup. To guide the
activity, she poses a question to the class: “What do you already know about the
Holocaust? Ok, take about five minutes.”
Natalie moves around the room and pauses to check in on a male student. Luis is
a tall male with a dark complexion; he wears a black hooded sweatshirt that shrouds part
of his face as his head hangs limply over his school laptop. Natalie stands behind Luis
and slightly leans in to talk to him. Sensing he is uncomfortable with her presence,
Natalie pulls back a few inches and asks, “Does this make you nervous when I stand
here?”
He mutters a reply without looking at her. From where I am sitting, I am not able
to hear what he says. Natalie gently responds, “I will give you space. Thanks for letting
me know.”
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After a few minutes, the lesson moves to a virtual tour of Auschwitz. Natalie
instructs them to click on different images within the tour. She tells them to make a note
of anything they learn by writing it in the Learn column.
Towards the end of the lesson, the students are given time to work on completing
text dependent questions (TDQS). Natalie uses the opportunity to check in with Luis. She
intentionally stands in front of his desk with a perceptible space established between the
desk and her. She asks him, “Do you want any help?”
He is noticeably more alert than earlier in the class period. “I’m just tired. I went
to bed at 5 am.”
Natalie provides an empathic response: “I get it. I would be exhausted if I went to
bed at 5 am. Why don’t you just try to get one or two [questions] done. One or two is
better than none.”
The student slowly nods his head and turns his attention to the questions.
In our interview a couple of days after this observation, I ask Natalie about her
interaction with Luis. First, she talks about what she initially noticed: “And I could see,
me standing behind him, his shoulders kind of hunched forward. He stopped typing. And
there's obvious physical signs of discomfort” (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018).
She confirmed through her brief exchange with him that he was not comfortable with
where she was standing. Natalie continues in our interview by stating, “And I think it just
goes back to respecting the student, making sure that they're comfortable in the
classroom, and that sort of thing” (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018). Natalie
prioritizes his comfort level versus exerting her authority to compel him to work.
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I return in March to observe Natalie, and I notice a scene reminiscent of Natalie’s
interaction with Luis.
I am perched at a small table, which is not far from the door to the classroom.
From my spot, I am easily able to see the entire classroom. As part of the lesson, the
students are gathering evidence to support their stance on an issue.
Not far from where I am sitting, a boy with blonde, slightly disheveled hair
slouches in his chair. His facial air and size make him appear older than his classmates;
however, this is merely my own speculation.
Natalie approaches him, “How’s it going, Logan? You doing ok? You look a little
down. Everything ok?
He responds lethargically, “Not getting enough sleep.”
“Oh, that can make school tough,” Natalie says without judgment.
The conversation continues for a few moments before Natalie says, “If it is ok, I
am going to reach out to one of the counselors.”
I am intrigued by the conversation. Natalie shows compassion and does not
dismiss Logan’s feelings; however, she honors her boundaries by acknowledging this is
an issue best addressed by one of the school counselors.
The brief exchanges between Natalie and two of her students illustrate empathy,
perspective-taking, and listening to her students as well as noting their body language.
She uses a holistic approach, which attends to the student’s well-being. She tells me in
our interview, “And I feel like I get a lot better responses than if I go, ‘You're a student,
these are the expectations.’ And that's I guess just my personal philosophy around that”
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(personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018). Natalie could have easily pushed back in her
conversation with Luis, exerting her authority as a teacher. Instead, she demonstrates
both self-awareness and social awareness. Natalie could have also easily dismissed
Logan’s lack of sleep. Instead she validates his feelings and seeks a way to provide him
support through contacting a counselor. She also listens to and attends to Luis’s body
language and validates the concern he verbalizes. Her compassionate and respectful
approach demonstrates self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision-making.
Classroom Policies
“Thank you, miss.”
Natalie feels confident she can build a rapport with students, and she knows
relationships will be crucial to her success. “I think it's [building rapport with students]
one of my strengths, but I think it's so critical for a student at a pathway school to build
those relationships” (personal communication, Aug. 16, 2018). Atypical from a
traditional high school, Eagle Creek Academy sets aside the first two weeks of the school
year for culture building. During this time, Natalie encourages collaboration and input
from her students. With each class, she works with her students to create classroom
norms. The students then put the norms on the back of their syllabus and sign it, which
indicates they will abide by the classroom norms. In her English II course, she acts on the
input of her students and replaces the novel recommended by the school district with The
Hate U Give by Amanda Thomas. She comments in a voice memo, “After talking to my
students and fiddling around with it for a little bit, I decided that it would be a better fit
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and I would have more student engagement teaching that book” (voice memo, Aug. 31,
2018). Natalie’s collaborative approach empowers students and acknowledges the
importance of her students’ perspective.
Natalie sets up her classroom policies by emphasizing she wants to treat her
students as mature adults. She mentions how she conducts her classroom similar to when
she was a student teacher, where she would allow the students, for example, to go to the
restroom whenever they asked. Early in the year, however, Natalie begins to question her
classroom policies when her assistant principal tells her it is ok to “not always let kids out
to the bathroom” (voice memo, Sept. 16, 2018). She considers the comment, yet she
stays committed to her approach: “I am not really sure I am comfortable saying you can’t
go to the restroom unless it is an important part of class” (voice memo, Sept. 16, 2018).
The tension apparent in Natalie’s consideration of her policies brings forth a recognition
of her comfort with her classroom expectations as well as determining how to build best
build relationships and maintain a productive classroom environment. She acknowledges
the policy opens the door up for potential abuse, yet she errs on the side of empowering
students and then addressing those students who exploit the policy.
The trust demonstrated through her bathroom policy extends to cell phones. I
observe Natalie in November at the start of a new trimester. During the class, she reviews
her cell phone policy. She tells her students, “I realize that it is an everyday part of your
life. If you have to use your phone to send a quick text, that is fine. If your phone
becomes a problem or disruption, I will address it.” A handful of students nod their heads
in agreement with the policy. During class, a male student asks to leave the room to make
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a call. I notice Natalie does not press him to provide the reason for the call. He leaves the
room and returns a few minutes later. As he returns to his seat, he politely says to Natalie,
“Thank you, miss.” At least in this class period, the policy works as Natalie envisioned it.
During our interview, which occurs shortly after my observation, I ask Natalie
about the way she handles cell phones. She says there is not a school-wide policy;
therefore, each teacher sets their own policy. I ask her to explain the rationale behind her
approach.
I really do think that I am preparing these students to be successful in whatever
comes next. And a lot of that is going to be self-discipline and responsibility. And
I've told them this, when they go into their job, whether it's a fast food, whether
it's an office job, whatever it is, you're not going to have your boss tell you three
times to put away your phone. They're going to tell you maybe once. And that's
the expectation. And then it's up to them to monitor themselves and to respond
appropriately. (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018)
For Natalie, her approach is aligned with her goal to equip students with skills they use
beyond high school. She understands it would be easier to enforce a less flexible policy.
She tells me, “And I think that that's maybe a skill that's not always taught in schools
because it's frustrating for the teachers. It's easier to just take the phones” (personal
communication, Nov. 30, 2018). By choosing a potentially more challenging option,
Natalie illustrates social awareness as she understands how taking phones can be a
sensitive issue for students who have become attached to them in an era of technology.
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She concludes this part of the conversation by acknowledging the importance of
respecting students’ boundaries. She believes taking a student’s phone violates the trust
she hopes to create with her students and may create an uncomfortable environment for
students.
A lot of these kids do have traumatic backgrounds. And knowing where the
boundaries are is really necessary and comforting in creating this safe space. And
especially around things that, like cell phones, which they have such personal
attachments to. (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018)
Natalie’s social awareness and relationship skills, specifically her ability to take the
perspectives of her students and proactively anticipate conflicts, inform her approach and
decisions as she seeks to create a safe space without sacrificing a productive work
environment.
“It’s not social hour.”
Early in the year, Natalie’s cell phone policy does get tested. She notices a female
student, Celeste, who is on her phone frequently during the first part of the class period.
She initially attempts to use humor to address the situation. She walks by Celeste’s desk
and says, “Ok, it’s not social hour.”
When Natalie confronts Celeste for a third time, Celeste responds with defiance.
She snaps at Natalie, “I’m doing my work. Get off my back.”
Initially, Natalie is too stunned to utter much of a reply. She eventually says, “It
doesn’t matter. Just do your work.” Then she walks away.
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In our interview in November, I ask Natalie to explain her initial reaction. She
tells me, “I was shaken by it. And thankfully it was in the middle of class. So, by the end
of class I composed myself” (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018).
Natalie describes the episode for me. At the end of the class, Natalie approaches
Celeste. The thirty minutes that have passed since the incident have given Natalie an
opportunity to briefly reflect on the issue, acknowledge and manage her emotions, and
attempt to understand Celeste’s perspective.
Natalie approaches Celeste before she leaves for the next class. She says to
Celeste, "I'm really sorry. I know you were doing your work. I'm sorry. In the future, you
need to show me you're doing your work so I can get off your back." (personal
communication, Nov. 30, 2018)
At the moment, Natalie is not sure if her comments improved the situation as she
says, Celeste “kind of huffed and walked off”. While she is not certain of where their
relationship stands, Natalie is glad she was able collect her thoughts so that she could
speak to Celeste.
The encounter proves to be a turning point in their relationship. Natalie’s
willingness to acknowledge her role in the situation, while also emphasizing the
importance of classroom expectations strikes a critical balance where both individuals
can maintain their dignity in the situation. She does not seek to win the confrontation and
understands the importance of creating an opportunity for a healthy relationship to
emerge.
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Natalie notes in this particular situation the conflict resolution paved the way for a
better relationship.
However, I actually think that was a turning point for our relationship because
ever since then she's kind of had my back. She's way more respectful when I ask
her to refocus. She'll tell other kids to refocus. Cell phone's still an issue. But I
mean I think we're both on the same page. If she's getting the work done, I'll stay
off her back. (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018)
The tense situation highlights Natalie’s ability to manage her emotions and communicate
effectively. While initially stung by Celeste’s reaction, Natalie is able to compose herself
and regulate her emotional response.
She continues in our interview to note the importance of being vulnerable and
allowing Celeste to maintain her dignity. She chose an approach, which opened the door
for a conversation and a relationship. A different approach may have severed the
relationship permanently.
I think the most important thing with these kids is just being ready to say, “You’re
(I’m) wrong or you’re sorry.” And even sometimes if you don’t think – like I was
totally right – like in the instance with Celeste. Like I do think I was right, telling
her to be quiet. By saying I was sorry, it just opened a conversation. And it just
opened her up to whatever you know. (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018)
Natalie is able to step back and see the big picture in this moment. While she is initially
hurt by Celeste’s response, she is able to understand why Celeste acted in this way.
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Through being able to acknowledge her feelings and Celeste’s, she communicates in a
way to validates both people’s feelings.
Classroom Environment
“That’s not the kind of teacher I want to be.”
Because she has a lot of autonomy, Natalie knows she acts as the gatekeeper
when it comes to the content that enters the classroom. She enjoys this freedom to design
and adjust the curriculum, which she believes is one of her strengths. In our first
interview, she mentions, “I honestly think my creativity with the curriculum and drawing
from really what interests my students…I would have them suggest books or favorite
authors and try to incorporate that” (personal communication, Aug. 16, 2018). Natalie’s
curriculum reflects content she feels is important to discuss and relevant to her students.
In some cases, she makes curriculum decisions based on input from her students. She
does not subscribe to teaching only traditional content (e.g., classic novels) and does not
shy away from controversial material.
Natalie also recognizes that her curriculum decisions reflect the type of teacher
she aspires to be. She does not want to be bound by artificial constraints created by a
belief that it is easier to teach less controversial texts.
I've grown up, and I'm the opposite of confrontational. I think there's
confrontation, and I turn around and run away. That's not the kind of teacher I
want to be, so I think that I have to be able to cover topics that I might be
personally uncomfortable with. For example, the example I gave to the teacher
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earlier today was systemic racism and police silence. (personal communication,
June 3, 2019)
Natalie’s agency stems from both her confidence and self-efficacy, which is strengthened
by input from her students.
One novel she selects after getting input from her students is The Hate U Give b
by Angie Thomas. The novel, published in 2017, addresses a police shooting. Natalie
begins teaching the book in early October. To help frame the book’s content, she shows a
video where students from Chicago discuss the Parkland survivors of the school shooting
at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School. She selects the video because it shows
multiple perspectives on gun violence. Natalie, however, is not prepared for her students’
reactions.
I don’t think I was quite prepared for the emotional outpour that came from a lot
of my students afterwards. I had some students who were very angry that the
Parkland survivors were given a national stage when gun violence you know for
students in certain neighborhoods is an everyday occurrence. I had several
students approach me after that class and talk about violence in their own lives.
One student is afraid to leave his house because he saw his friend killed a few
months ago. Another student had a good friend die in his lap after being shot. I
did report all of this to the counselors. (voice memo, Oct. 5, 2018)
The emotional outpouring from her students demonstrates how the decisions Natalie
makes are fraught with unforeseen consequences. This is not to suggest that Natalie made
a mistake in selecting the book, rather it shows the importance of her social and
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emotional well-being. She is still in the process of beginning to understand the
perspectives of her students. In the midst of trying to forge connections with her students
and understand their perspectives, she must manage her emotions, attend to the emotions
of her students, and make critical in-the-moment decisions that could empower or
disenfranchise her students.
Natalie notes The Hate U Give confronts racial discrimination, which many of her
students have noticed in their own lives, yet she cannot relate to these experiences.
It was a text that a lot of students identified with because they have noticed
discrimination within their own lives. We see it on the news all the time. It's a
very active part of our culture right now. It was a really good text to bring them in
and be able to talk about this issue. However, I'm not always comfortable with it
because a) I grew up very privileged and b) I'm a white female. So, I have not
experienced a lot of the issues that I want to talk about with these students.
(personal communication, June 3, 2019)
Natalie recognizes the decision to read the book allows her students to invoke their
personal experiences into classroom discussions. She tells her students, “And I think it's
important for you guys to discuss those and come as experts in that because what you
have to offer to can really benefit the other students in the class as well” (personal
communication, Nov. 30, 2018). Empowered by her vulnerability, she acknowledges
“these experiences are not my experiences” (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018).
Through this vulnerability, she presents an opportunity for her students to be the experts.
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The students respond positively to the approach and seem to appreciate to Natalie’s
authenticity.
The unit and discussion surrounding the book bring out an array of emotions from
her students. Natalie tells me, “I had students get very frustrated because we were
bringing up issues that they felt they have experienced. But at the same time, while
they’re experiencing these things, they're powerless and so their reaction is to get angry”
(personal communication, June 3, 2019). During these discussions, some of the anger is
directed towards Natalie. She must manage her reactions and recognize how students
need a platform to share their values, opinions, and experiences.
And it [the anger] came out at me. It was a moment where I had to stop and claim
my bias. Well, this is not my own experience because this is who I am. I want to
make this a place where if you feel like this is unfair, you need to be able to speak
about that, but you need to speak about it in a certain way so you can be heard.
It is a delicate space where Natalie wants to empower her students, yet she also wants to
maintain a productive, learning environment.
Natalie’s decision to teach a novel that addresses racial tension and police
brutality demonstrates how she exercises agency in an effort to integrate contemporary
literature into her curriculum. Teaching a book with this content requires social and
emotional competence such as social awareness, which appears in the form of cultural
awareness. Natalie takes an important first step in developing social awareness through
her own self-awareness where she admits and recognizes how her background and
experiences influence her views. She understands and acknowledges her own implicit
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bias. In doing so, she recognizes the importance of validating the perspectives and
emotions of her students.
“A lot of anxiety.”
Natalie successfully shapes the curriculum to bring contemporary and culturally
relevant content to her students. While Natalie sees the fruits of labor pay dividends
through increased student engagement, she also admits to feeling anxious. There are
challenges to bringing this content to her students. There are two situations, in particular,
where Natalie indicates she feels apprehensive.
Early in the year, she is teaching The Bluest Eye, a novel by Toni Morrison, to her
English I class. The novel addresses topics such as abuse, shame, and internalized racism.
The book has been banned by some schools for its use of language, including the n-word.
It is during one of my observations that Natalie introduces the novel to her
students. She addresses the book’s language directly with her students: “I want to address
this. This book has some language. The book uses the n-word. I want to acknowledge that
there are a lot of perspectives on this.”
After making a few more comments, Natalie shows a video with different
perspectives. A white comedian, John Mulvaney, believes the word should not be said.
Jay-Z, a black musician, provides a different perspective and explains how hip-hop has
turned the n-word into a word of empowerment for the black community. After the video,
Natalie leads a brief discussion about the two perspectives. A few students make
comments, but there is a general reluctance to engage in a deep conversation about the
word. A nearly tangible feeling of unease consumes the room.
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Natalie seems to sense their anxiety, but she moves forward undeterred. She tells
them, “I want to talk about how we are going to address it [the n-word].”
She explains there will be a blind vote. Students will close their eyes and put their
heads down. She asks them to raise one hand and vote for one of three options.
Natalie outlines the first option. “You are not fine hearing the word or speaking
the word.” I scan the room and do not see anyone with a hand up.
Natalie moves to the second option. “You are fine hearing the word, but not
speaking the word.” Five students raise their hands for this option.
Finally, Natalie presents the third option. “You are fine hearing the word and
speaking the word.” I see two students raise their hands. There are four students who do
not vote.
The gravity of the topic compels silence from the students as Natalie reveals that
they will approach the book via the second option.
Later in our interview, I ask Natalie about how she decided on this approach. She
starts her explanation by first contextualizing how the n-word is used by students outside
of the classroom.
And then I think I kind of realized also hearing kids; I mean this is a word that
you hear in the hallway. I hear in my classroom kids calling each other and in a
friendly way, for better or worse. And I think it was just realizing my position is
[that] I would never use that [word] in my everyday speech. I would never use
that word, but some of these kids do. (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018)
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Based on the student conversations she overhears and subsequent discussions with other
teachers, she decides on the method I witness during my observation.
Critical to her approach is recognizing the different cultural perspectives of her
students and then empowering her students to make the decision. Natalie explains to me
that it is “Offering different perspectives, and then letting students take agency and
ownership of the classroom, and kind of decide for themselves how are we going to
approach it” (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018). She recognizes dictating an
approach would be culturally insensitive and diminish the voices of her students.
Finally, she recognizes she is the one most responsible for cultivating a classroom
where her students feel comfortable. When she discusses the three options, she admits the
first option is the most important one: “And that's actually the only vote I really care
about. Because if one person isn't comfortable hearing or saying it, all bets are off the
table, we're not going to say it” (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018). Offering the
three options allows students to acknowledge a personal boundary, and Natalie wants her
that boundary as well as her students’ perspectives.
Natalie’s desire to bring current, relevant issues to her classroom also creates
anxiety when she starts a unit on gender in her Contemporary Literature course. At the
start of the unit, she knows it will be important to define the various terms related to
gender diversity. She is also aware that defining gender can be perceived as encroaching
upon the territory of those in the LGBTQ community. Her nervousness also stems from a
student in the class who identifies as queer. In one of her memos, Natalie mentions the
student is particularly protective of the LGBTQ community.
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But I was nervous going into this lesson simply because there’s one student who
does identify with the queer community who I also know is easily triggered.
When I say triggered, [I mean] easily offended by strangely any mention of or
anyone else like seeming to take – not ownership, but I mean she’s very I guess
protective of that community. (voice memo, March 8, 2019)
Going into the lesson, Natalie mentally and emotionally prepares for the student to get
upset. While the lesson has its bumpy moments, Natalie believes the lesson ended on a
positive note.
And I think that it would have been very easy to have her to kind of erupt and the
lesson go poorly. I think instead we were able to – it started off really rocky, but
you know conversing and the rest of the class we were able to kind of direct into a
moment where she did take ownership and was educating others in the class.
(voice memo, March 8, 2019)
Natalie acknowledges there are some uncomfortable moments in the class and wonders if
“she handled it in the best way” (personal communication, June 3, 2019). She also
recognizes the value of entering into these difficult conversations.
During the lesson, she helps facilitate a shift in the power dynamic. By allowing
the student to take ownership and educate other students in the class, Natalie challenges
the traditional classroom power dynamic, in which the teacher is the only expert in the
room.
I mean, I hope it was empowering for her…My students treat it as if it's
something rare. I don't know if that's true or not because I'm a first-year teacher.
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But every time I question my own authority, so in that moment when I told her
I'm not an expert, so maybe you can share, they get so surprised…I think it is
important that the teacher in the room is not the holder of all the power and
knowledge. (personal communication, June 3, 2019)
Natalie’s push to empower the students to be experts is both a conscious and
subconscious effort. She is confident in her knowledge and role of the teacher, yet she
has never fully embraced the traditional classroom hierarchy of knowledge where the
teacher, as the expert, distills information to their students.
In our final interview, Natalie shares with me that there is often a lot of talk in
education about adopting new ways to approach education. She cites for example a
“collaborative classroom”, which she notes is one of the current buzzwords; however,
there is still the expectation that the teacher is the expert. She describes her beliefs in
more detail during our interview:
But at the end of the day I think there is this expectation that teachers are the gate
keepers, and I think that's something that's always bothered me. Even when I was
a student. And that's not what I want to be as a teacher. (personal communication,
June 3, 2019)
There is a risk when a teacher intentionally diminishes their voice within a classroom, yet
Natalie focuses on the benefits. She wants her students to bring their own expertise, thus
reshaping the dynamic of the classroom. Natalie’s final comment on the topic addresses
the unconventionality of this approach.
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So, I hope through these conversations, when we're talking about police violence,
and I can say I'm not an expert, that's not my experience. Bring your own expert
advice. When we're having this conversation about gender…Bring your own
definitions. I hope that's empowering. I don't know if it's empowering or it's just
me being an idiot. (personal communication, June 3, 2019)
Natalie emits a short chuckle after she says idiot. I am not sure how to read this, but I
take it to mean she may have just discovered one of the secrets to teaching.
Final Thoughts
Natalie entered her first year of teaching with a vision for how she viewed
success. She knew setting both personal and professional boundaries would be important
to establishing a path towards achieving that vision. With the boundaries at the forefront
of her mind, the start of the year includes the process of shaping her identity in the
classroom. She demonstrates self-awareness as she checks in with herself to ensure she is
staying within the role of a teacher. Natalie is intentional and even guarded in her
interactions with students where she prioritizes listening and validating her students’
feelings. As she converses with students, she is careful as to what information she shares
about herself.
Her sense of boundaries also plays out in how she runs her classroom. She
demonstrates social awareness as she is particularly cognizant of students’ boundaries –
both in the physical sense as well as in the abstract. For example, she exhibits a respect
for her students’ personal property with how she approaches cell phone use. She
acknowledges the ambiguity in the policy does create some tension; however, she sees
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the student “buy in” as a testament to the effectiveness of the policy. Finally, she tests the
traditional boundaries of how knowledge is treated within her classroom. During class
discussions, she empowers her students by eliciting their personal experiences and often
subverting her own voice to allow her students to be the experts. Through challenging the
traditional classroom power dynamic, she demonstrates self-efficacy, cultural sensitivity,
communication skills, and an ability to consider both her well-being as well as the wellbeing of her students.
Perhaps what stands out most about Natalie during her first year is her willingness
to confront controversial issues in her class. For example, she chooses a novel that
explores the repercussions of police violence. Through the decision to take this
instructional risk, Natalie exhibits the confidence to seek ways to engage and meet the
needs of her students. She also demonstrates the self-awareness to acknowledge her own
implicit bias as she examines her background. During these emotional discussions,
Natalie shows the ability to manage her emotions, communicate effectively with her
students, and an ability to effectively respond to her students in moments of uncertainty.
Episodes like this demonstrate Natalie’s high aptitude in the different social and
emotional competencies.
It is important to note Natalie effectively manages the tension she experiences
with minimal and inconsistent support from her administration and instructional coach. (I
should state she does feel supported by many of her colleagues.) I mention this because
this lack of external support highlights the importance of social and emotional
competence. While competence in the different social and emotional skills does not
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diminish the importance of job resources, Natalie’s experiences suggest SEC may be a
much more vital resource as compared to administrative support. Her experiences also
show the importance of developing self-awareness as a conduit for being competent in
the other core competences. For Natalie, self-awareness facilitates competence in social
awareness, relationship skills, and decision-making.
Response from Ms. Natalie Larson
Hi Dan,
I read your chapter. I will definitely send you a formal written reflection in response to
your questions. But I also want to say how grateful I am that I was able to be a part of
your study. It was a really valuable experience to take time at the end of the week to
reflect on the highs and lows. Reading your excerpt was quite emotional to be honest.
Thank you,
Natalie
(personal communication, Feb. 10, 2020)
Hi Dan,
Here is my reflection. I typed it on Google Docs, and would be happy to share that with
you if it is easier.
Let me know if I can do anything else to help, and good luck with your dissertation!
Please let me know how it goes :)
Best,
Natalie
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Looking back on my year as a first-year teacher, it is difficult to say I was a good teacher.
I don’t mean this to be humble or to set some sort of expectation, but last year often feels
like a blur. First-year teaching is a lot about reacting to novel situations and trying to
manage the stress and long hours that come with the job. One thing I had to get really
comfortable with last year was failing, or at least what I perceive to be failing. I have
always been uncomfortable with anything less than top marks or achieving less than what
I expect of myself, but that’s not what teaching should be about. Measuring success on
the [school district’s] rubric or by how a lesson goes in one class is not sustainable. So in
many ways, my first year of teaching was about how to measure my success as a teacher
and how to be comfortable in the classroom.

And of course, I think you nailed it by looking at my first year of teaching as a lesson in
boundaries. While this is not a measure I would have chosen myself, after reading the
chapter I feel like this does capture a large and ongoing challenge in my teaching
practice, and in many ways my first year of teaching informed many of the practices that
I now consider staples. For example, I feel that personal space is important in my
relationships with students. I also inquire about students’ well-being in our daily
conversations and work closely with the school counselors. However, while I still
maintain a professional relationship with students (I don’t give out my personal
information for example), I am less stringent than I was last year. I am more likely to
joke with students even when it cuts into our instruction time. But far from being a
detriment, I have found that it is easier to redirect students when we have a more casual
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relationship. Students are also more open to feedback and I have had a consistent number
of students staying after school this year to get their work done, and I credit this to our
relationships.

I also still believe that my creativity in designing units and lesson plans is a strength. I
aim to be flexible in my lesson planning to accommodate students’ interests, but also
areas of educational need. The students that I teach tend to vary widely in skill level in
the same classroom, so it is necessary that I am able to scaffold and provide rigor
depending on individual needs. Again, I feel that my high expectations and relationships
with students facilitate the rigor that I keep in my class. I have noticed that my class tends
to be more demanding than most other classes at this school, and often students will
complain. But I believe that I incorporate relevant topics coupled with high expectations
that show a lot of student growth.

Overall, I think your chapter does capture part of my first year of teaching. It was initially
difficult to read, and I had to take a few days between my first reading, my second
reading, and finally this reflection. It was simultaneously rewarding to see how far I
believe I have come from that first year, and humbling to see how much I still have to
grow. Teaching is an emotional job that requires teachers to somehow balance an often
overwhelming workload, the social and emotional well-being of their students, providing
an equitable and rigorous education for each student, and somehow to still be a fulfilled
human being. I honestly don’t think I found a great balance last year, or even this year.
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Like most people, I go in cycles where there are days I am too overwhelmed at the end of
the workday to do much of anything, to days when I am making sure I hit the gym, cook
my meals, and get enough sleep and social interaction. However, I do notice that when I
take care of myself, I am a better teacher and am able to show up for my students. And
it’s important to know that my students know I am human too, and I can have a bad day
or not feel well. When that happens, I find it is better to let them know. Then that
relationship kicks in and they can support me too.
(personal communication, Feb. 12, 2020)
Summary for Chapter Four
In this section, I first plan to briefly review Chapter Four before I begin a more
intentional response to the research questions. For each participant, I provided
background information, a classroom vignette, and a series of vignettes. Through the
series of vignettes, which pulled data form observations, interview responses, and voice
memos, I illuminated the most prominent tension experienced by each participant. To
decipher the main source of tension, I relied on Self-Determination Theory’s three basic
psychological needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy. I used the integrated
framework of social and emotional learning to inform my interpretation, which is
included within the vignettes to bring to light evidence of the five social and emotional
competencies for each participant.
The primary question driving this study asks how a teacher’s social and emotional
competencies influence the way in which they navigate tension in process of learning to
teach. As I mentioned in Chapter Two, there is a steep learning curve when one is trying
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to master the craft of teaching. It is natural and expected that novice teachers will
experience tension, defined as mental or emotional worries, as they begin to learn the
intricacies of teaching. As I note in the beginning of this chapter, the tension a teacher
experiences can be all-consuming or subtle much like the different volume levels of
music. As I outlined in the review of the literature, a teacher’s response to tension is
critical. Their response depends on job resources, such as administrative support, and
personal resources, such as the focus of this study: social and emotional competence.
Specific to this study, the intrapersonal competencies of self-awareness and selfmanagement seem to be critical to initiating a teacher’s recognition and response to
tension. One way in which self-awareness operationalizes in a teacher’s instructional
practice is through accurate self-perception. A self-aware teacher does not feel the need
to ignore or suppress parts of their identity and adopt a persona when teaching. For
example, in the second half of the year Amaya acknowledges and effectively navigates
her tendency to be a perfectionist. With an awareness of how perfectionism consumed her
in the first half of the year, she develops the confidence to rely more on her intuition. In
doing so, she loosens her grip and moves towards enacting her preferred curriculum and
learning environment.
Whereas self-awareness opens a teacher’s eyes to accurately see tension, selfmanagement allows a teacher to remain focused on effectively navigating tension. When
a teacher can competently manage stress and effectively regulate their emotions, they can
remain present and possess the capacity to take agentic action to cope with tension. Bray
provides an example of when a teacher possesses the self-awareness to accurately
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perceive his tension point; however, he does not effectively manage his emotions. He
acknowledges he struggles with how to be assertive with students; however, his difficulty
in regulating emotions such as frustration absorbs his attention. He narrows his vision as
he seeks to ease or release his frustration. In these moments, he does not possess the
capacity to take agentic action and succumbs to the whims of his emotions.
The intrapersonal competencies are a means for a teacher to cleanse their vision,
which positions them to be socially aware, effectively build relationships, and make
responsible decisions. Natalie provides an example of how competence in intrapersonal
competencies facilitates the other competences. When confronted by a student about her
cell phone policy, she takes time before talking to the student. She possesses the selfawareness to know that immediately talking to the student would be unproductive and
takes the time to regulate her emotions. During this time, she demonstrates competence in
social awareness by taking time to consider the student’s perspective. Finally, she decides
to approach the student and communicates in a way that is not confrontational or
consumed by emotions. Through this responsible decision, she paves the way to build a
connection with the student.
To conclude this chapter, the five social and emotional competencies provide a
framework through which to view a teacher’s well-being. As demonstrated through the
various vignettes, a teacher’s social and emotional competence sheds light on their wellbeing. Not only do the social and emotional competencies allow a teacher to recognize
their points of tension, it is also a critical resource for addressing those tensions. As
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shown in the various vignettes, when a teacher cannot call upon their social and
emotional competencies, they are more likely to experience stress and signs of burnout.
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CHAPTER FIVE: THEMATICS & CONCLUSIONS
Overview of the Study
Teacher well-being is drawing more attention from researchers as the rate of
teachers leaving the profession continues to outpace other professions. As noted in the
review of literature, teachers face numerous threats to their well-being. In order to be
effective, teachers must prioritize their well-being. To do so, they must rely on both
external and personal resources. This study specifically focuses on one of those personal
resources: social and emotional competence.
Social and emotional competence, as communicated through CASEL’s integrated
framework of five core competencies, provides a lens through which to view teacher
well-being. Characterized as an outcome of social-emotional learning (SEL), the five
social and emotional competencies (SEC) of self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, relationships skills, and responsible decision-making make up an integrated
framework that promotes intrapersonal, interpersonal, and cognitive competence. In this
chapter, I draw conclusions based on the findings I shared in Chapter Four regarding the
social and emotional competencies of four first-year teachers.
In Chapter One, I laid the groundwork of the study by highlighting the rationale
for using the SEC framework to explore how teachers navigate and confront tension
during their first year of teaching. In Chapter Two, I investigated the relevant research
literature on SEL and SEC, teacher well-being, threats to teacher well-being, and how
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teachers cope with stress. I highlighted studies specific to first-year teachers or those
considered early career teachers with three years of less of teaching experience. I
included important research that has been dedicated to teacher well-being; however, I
noted how the research tends to be focused on the conditions in which teachers work. The
research related to personal resources, such as SEC, is not only scarce, but also frequently
dependent on self-report data.
In Chapter Four, I described the classroom experiences of four first-year teachers.
Through the data I collected, I reveal the primary tensions for the participants and how
their social and emotional competencies were revealed (or in some cases not revealed) as
they navigated the challenges of learning to teach. I used vignettes developed from the
participants’ interview responses and voice memos as well as my classroom observations.
I began Chapter Four by introducing Bray Walsh, a 6th grade Social Studies
teacher at an urban public middle school. Initially, I spoke about Bray’s background and
his desire to set up a collaborative and safe classroom environment for his students. I
established Bray’s fear of being too lenient with students as his primary source of
tension. This concern proved to be a consistent source of stress for Bray during his first
year. Through his rich voice memos, interview responses, and my classroom observation
notes, I was able to gain a very nuanced perspective of how this tension influenced his
relationships with students, decisions, and well-being.
My second participant, Amaya Martin, teaches 7th grade science in a mountain
resort town. I discussed at length her diverse informal and formal teaching experiences,
which influenced her decision to become a licensed teacher. I included vignettes that
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emphasized her perfectionism as a teacher, which led to her inability to exercise agency.
Overwhelmed by decisions, she experienced periods of exhaustion in the first half of the
year. As she developed more self-awareness, as shown through her self-efficacy, she
began to enact her classroom vision of student-direct learning, especially during the
second half of the year.
For my third participant, I shared the experiences of Cole Taylor, a 6th grade
social studies teacher at a public charter school. The oldest participant in the study, Cole
paved a unique path on his way to becoming a teacher. He shared intimate reflections,
which demonstrated his need for both internal and external validation for his career
choice. In the first part of the year, Cole embraced a teaching style that emphasizes
control. The praise he received for this approach encouraged him to assume a teaching
style based on controlling student behavior. I used the vignettes to show how his desire
for validation influenced his classroom approach and emotional energy.
I concluded Chapter Four by discussing Natalie Larson, a high school English
teacher at a public high school. First, I provided background on Natalie as well as her
school, which as a pathways school does not operate like a traditional public high school.
Through a series of vignettes, I showed how she navigated the tension of maintaining
both personal and professional boundaries. I emphasized her commitment to teaching
relevant topics by introducing the students to contemporary literature. I also showed how
she approached contentious issues such as cell phone use through her classroom policies.
Together each participant’s section contributed to a rich and descriptive chapter,
which displayed the social and emotional competence of first-year teachers. My
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interpretation in this chapter, which is influenced by my teaching background, work in
teacher education, and educational knowledge procured through my doctoral program;
contextualized the data and foreshadowed the themes I share in Chapter Five. In many
cases, I shaped some of the vignettes as mini narratives in an attempt to allow the reader
to share vicariously in the experiences of my participants. Through this approach, I
wanted to humanize my participants because too often I have seen first-year teachers
portrayed through a monolithic lens. The subtleties I share about each teacher’s
experience provide a counter-narrative to the survivalist tone usually attached to a
teacher’s first year.
To study each participant, I used educational criticism as my qualitative
methodology. Educational criticism, developed by Elliot Eisner (2017), is composed of
four dimensions: description, interpretation, evaluation, and thematics. Each dimension
aids the educational critic in coming to an understanding of the educational purposes,
setting, and phenomena. While my style of writing grounds itself in these dimensions, my
approach does differ from the style of many other educational criticisms. For example,
other studies use Eisner’s holistic perspective of schooling, which includes the five
dimensions of the intentional, the structural, the curricular, the pedagogical, and the
evaluative (Eisner, 1994). I agree with the view that a school is a living entity; however, I
wanted to use a framework (e.g., SEC framework) that prioritizes a teacher’s well-being.
Through this social and emotional framework and the four dimensions of
educational criticism, I bring to light the subtleties of each first-year teacher’s
instructional experiences. In Chapter Four, I used description, interpretation, and
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evaluation to reveal the primary tension of each participant. Through interpretation, I
contextualized the tension and revealed the social and emotional competencies displayed
by each participant. I concluded each participant’s section with “Final Thoughts”, where I
began to evaluate how the participant’s well-being influences their instructional practice.
Finally, in Chapter Five I continue the process of evaluation, but the emphasis moves to a
discussion of the themes developed in response to the research questions.
To answer the research questions, I relied on three different forms of data, which
informed and led to the development of six themes. Much of the data comes from how
the four participants in the study interpreted and made sense of their experiences as firstyear teachers. Through voice memos and responses to interview questions, they have
articulated their frustration, exuberance, confusion, and disillusionment as precipitated by
lesson planning, interactions with students, and classroom instruction. The final form of
data, my classroom observations, provides structural corroboration to the participants’
interpretations of their experiences. By entering my participants’ classrooms, I was able
to observe, interpret, and make sense of their instructional practices as an observer with
educational expertise.
Through analyzing the collected data, I initially looked for tensions displayed by
the participants. I used the basic psychological needs of competence, relatedness, and
autonomy from Self-Determination Theory to help discern tensions. Also, in this initial
phase, I started to see evidence of the five core social and emotional competencies
displayed by my participants through their classroom experiences. This initial phase
started my path towards addressing my three research questions. To establish themes, I
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looked for depth or vibrancy within a participant as well as commonality among the
participants.
Because much of the data I collected relies on the participants’ meaning making, I
think this is a good juncture to provide some context to my thematic approach. According
to Uhrmacher, Moroye, and Flinders (2017), “themes distill the major ideas that run
through educational matters and provide guidance, not a guarantee or prediction, for
understanding broader educational contexts” (p. 54). While the purpose of creating
themes is not to generalize, there is an attempt to find the pervasive qualities evident in
the participants. The four participants in my study each possess a unique perspective,
which is influenced by their backgrounds and experiences. They also teach in different
contexts; however, as Eisner (2017) tells us, every school, classroom, and in this case,
every teacher displays not only itself, but “features it has in common with
other…teachers” (p. 103). In selecting details from each participant’s experiences to
develop themes, I hope to raise educators’ consciousness to what they may encounter in
their experiences.
Developing themes when there are four unique participants teaching within four
distinct contexts presented me with a difficult task as a researcher. Let me briefly broadly
address the contexts and the participants. First, the study has never proposed to treat the
teaching contexts as uniform, nor has it been my intent to present them as monolithic.
Second - without spending too much time dissecting the uniqueness of the participants each person filters their interpretation of a situation through their personal background
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and salient identity. Nel Noddings (2003) articulates an individual’s idiosyncratic lens in
Happiness and Education.
Because we are uniquely different beings, with different pasts and different fears,
our situations are never identical, no matter how alike they seem from the outside.
The choices we make in situations of great stress are never completely free; they
are always at least partly conditioned by our past experiences. (p. 40)
Each of these elements on their own would be problematic; however, the layering of the
two becomes particularly challenging to synthesize myriad interpretations.
To resolve this issue, I turn to John Dewey, an influential educational theorist and
key figure in the development of Educational Criticism and Connoisseurship. Dewey
(1910) makes a critical distinction between synthesis and analysis:
As analysis is conceived to be a sort of picking to pieces, so synthesis is thought
to be a sort of physical piecing together. … In fact, synthesis takes place wherever
we grasp the bearing of facts on a conclusion or of a principle on facts. As
analysis is emphasis, so synthesis is placing; the one causes the emphasized fact
or property to stand out as significant; the other puts what is selected in its
context, its connection with what is signified. It unites it with some other meaning
to give both increased significance. (p. 114)
Through Dewey’s explanation, I view analysis as the road map to identify critical strands
of meaning. Placing then these strands is the process through which I arrive at thematic
understanding. Ultimately, the synthesis of these strands through themes provides them
with greater significance.
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To ensure the act of categorizing meaning does not dim the uniqueness of my
participants’ experiences, I view each theme like a color palette. For example, scarlet and
burgundy are both different hues of the color red. While each one is its own distinct
color, both can be identified as hues of red. In the same way, I acknowledge the
uniqueness of my participants” experiences, but I categorize these unique experiences
within a theme to increase their significance. Through this thematic approach, I honor the
participants’ interpretations (as well as my interpretations) while also providing insight
into the social and emotional well-being of first-year teachers within an educational
context.
Discussion of Research Questions & Themes
As I bring this study to a close, I want to again share the research questions,
which have guided this study. After a brief explanation of how the questions intersect, I
will present a brief response to each question separately and then I will share the themes I
generated from the data I collected and analyzed. My first question, which is the primary
research question, is 1) How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year
teachers influence how they navigate the tensions they experience during the process of
learning to teach? This question is supported by my secondary questions: 2) How do the
social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers operationalize in the classroom
through instructional practices? and 3) How do the social and emotional competencies of
first-year teachers influence their agency within the context of their teaching practice?
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Intersection of the Questions
Each question in this study is presented as a separate entity; however, it is
important to note they each highlight the same topic. While distinct, each question relates
to teacher well-being, which is broadly defined as a teacher’s positive emotional state that
is associated with positive affect and satisfaction. The first question speaks to how
teachers effectively or ineffectively navigate tension. An inability to successfully handle
persistent tension negatively affects a teacher’s well-being and can lead to stress and
potentially burnout. The second question asks how a teacher’s social and emotional
competencies operationalism in the classroom. Through the evidence of their
operationalism, each participant’s social and emotional competence become apparent and
provides a critical insight into their ability to cope with tension and maintain a positive
well-being. Finally, agency refers to each participant’s belief in their ability to initiate
purposeful action to transform their environment. This belief both is influenced by as
well as influences a teachers’ well-being.
For this chapter, I generated six themes to collectively address all of the research
questions. I chose to address these questions collectively because, as previously
mentioned, I think the questions both intersect and complement each other. Before I share
the themes, I want to briefly respond to each question separately. Through this response, I
will highlight relevant findings and provide a natural transition to the themes.
Initial Response to the Research Questions
Response to Question 1
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How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers influence how they
navigate the tensions they experience during the process of learning to teach?
I use Chapter Four to highlight the social emotional competencies used by the
participates to navigate tension. In order to effectively navigate tension, a teacher must be
able to acknowledge the existence of tension. Teachers must possess the self-awareness
to identify the source of their emotional or mental strain before they can address it. Both
Amaya and Bray identify their most prominent tension in their first interview, while
Natalie mentions her source of tension in her first memo. Cole seems to be less aware of
the tension as he describes appreciating feedback; however, he does not deem it be a form
of validation.
Competence in self-awareness does not mean the teachers in this study
immediately addressed the tensions. Self-awareness simply establishes recognition and a
need to respond to the tension. The way in which a teacher responds to the tension relies
on their self-management, social awareness, and relationship skills. For example, an
inability to manage one’s stress may dictate avoiding or ignoring the tension (see the
theme of Experiential Avoidance). In contrast, a teacher who effectively manages their
emotion, possesses social awareness, and is competent in relating to her students is more
likely to take direct action (see the theme of Acknowledgement). It is important to note
that avoidance and direct-action are both decisions. While avoidance may be a
subconscious decision, the teacher has decided on a course of action (even if the action is
a passive response).
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Response to Question 2
How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers operationalize in
the classroom through instructional practices?
I noted in Chapter Four how social and emotional competencies operationalized
in the teacher’s instructional practice by using the indicators developed by CASEL (see
Appendix A). I do not see this list as comprehensive; however, it provides a good
framework for evaluating a teacher’s social and emotional competence. I also want to
emphasize, as mentioned in Chapter Two, that social and emotional competence is
dependent on the context. For example, a teacher may demonstrate SEC during one-onone interactions with students, but they may not show the same competence in direct
instruction. Another critical point to make is the fluid nature of SEC. A teacher’s SEC is
not only dependent on the context, which can vary from day to day, but it is also
dependent on personal factors such as how much a teacher slept the previous night.
After making these disclaimers, the evidence from this study demonstrates SEC
does not shift through wild extremes. To extrapolate on this point, a teacher who shows a
lack of self-management one day is unlikely to walk into the classroom the following day
and demonstrate exemplar self-management. There may be still be a perceptible shift due
to the context or personal factors; however, the evidence from this study indicates it will
not be dramatic. The change in SEC, particularly the growth (versus the decline) in
competence, tends to be incremental – although it is typically not linear.
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Response to Question 3
How do the social and emotional competencies of first-year teachers influence their
perceived agency within the context of their teaching practice?
A critical factor, and possibly the critical factor, in exercising one’s agency is
possessing the capacity for agentic action. In my study, I found evidence of how teachers
need self-awareness to recognize their capabilities. Teachers cannot see or recognize the
options for agentic action without accurate self-perception. Another inhibitive factor to
agentic action is a teacher’s ineffective self-management, which absorbs a teacher’s
capacity (both cognitive and emotional) and distorts or clouds their vision and negatively
influences their ability to see options for agentic action.
This concept aligns with Michalec and Newburgh’s (2018) explanation of
imagination, one of the five ineffable qualities of deep practices. They define deep
practices as “any action or choice that originates first from the heart of a teacher instead
of a technical response” (p. 138). In their description of teachers with imagination, they
describe educators who can see instructional outcomes, both near and far away, and
possess the grit to hold to this vision. Self-awareness opens up teachers to the possible
outcomes and self-management gives teachers the capacity to hold on to this vision.
A critical piece to agency is the action component, which is often described as
exercising one’s agency or agentic action. In this study, I found this to be most evident
when participants consciously took risks in the classroom (see the theme of Consciously
Taking Risks). To take these risks, I found evidence of teachers recognizing and
affirming their values. The late Maxine Greene (2005), an educational philosopher, called
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this wide-awakaness. She wrote, “The new educator must be awake, critical, open to the
world. It is an honor and a responsibility to be a teacher in such dark times - and to
imagine, and to act on what we imagine, what we believe ought at last to be” (p. 80). In
this way, imagination and wide-awakeness, create opportunities for teachers to exercise
their agency. A teacher’s self-awareness, as well as attending to the perspectives of their
students, creates the opportunity for a teacher to make bold decisions in their instructional
practice.
Themes in Response to the Research Questions
I generated six themes to collectively answer the three research questions, which
guide this study. Each theme includes pertinent examples from the participants as
evidence to support the theme. The themes demonstrate patterns in the participants,
which emerged through my data analysis. Although patterns did emerge, I did not find a
theme that appeared across all of the participants. I organize the themes by placing them
under broader categories. Two themes I categorize under teacher-student relationships:
transactional approach and acknowledgement. Two themes I categorize under classroom
atmosphere: challenging the traditional classroom power dynamic and leaning into
uncertainty. Finally, I place experiential avoidance and taking risks under decisionmaking.
Teacher-student Relationships
Transactional Approach
A transactional approach occurs when a teacher uses rewards and/or
consequences to incentivize or, in the case of consequences, to deter a student from
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specific behaviors. Embracing a transactional approach when interacting with students is
often accompanied by a dispassionate demeanor, which should not be equated with a
teacher’s feelings towards students. It does, however, mean a teacher prioritizes student
compliance, usually with classroom expectations, over investing in cultivating a
meaningful relationship with the student. It is possible that the teacher in other situations,
for example in one-on-one interactions, emphasizes building a relationship with the
student over compliance and may not use a transactional approach. Both Cole and Bray at
various points during their first year of teaching use a transactional approach in their
interactions with students.
While Bray initially emphasizes establishing meaningful relationships, the stress
of managing the classroom pushes him to employ a transactional approach. During a
project-based learning unit, the students struggle to stay on task. In an effort to decrease
the disruptions in class and to create a more productive learning environment, he pulls
groups of students into the hallway while another teacher monitors the students in the
classroom. In the hall, he offers the students a deal. He will give them LiveSchool points
(the school’s behavior reward system), candy, and answers that will help them complete
their projects. In the transaction, the students will be rewarded for staying on task and not
being disruptive.
Cole, scarred from classroom management problems he encountered as a student
teacher, uses lightning quick redirects to resolve student behavior issues. He receives
praise for this approach from his instructional coach and colleagues. Through this
approach, he quickly and dispassionately gives a student a refocus (schoolwide
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disciplinary action) for not meeting classroom expectations. As he redirects a student,
Cole does not engage in a conversation with the student and moves seamlessly back to
instructing the class. The transaction, in this case, relies on a punitive action. Cole
penalizes students for their failure to meet the classroom expectations.
Cole and Bray subconsciously acknowledge adopting a transactional approach is
not conducive to promoting caring relationships with their students. As they defer to
incentives and punitive measures to interact with students, particularly in direct
instruction, they seek ways to justify this approach. For example, Cole tells me in an
interview, “I think with sixth grade, there needs to be a really harsh [stance], all right
man, this is a non black and white thing” (personal communication, Dec. 17, 2018). Bray
who incentives students, but also moves to a dispassionate demeanor where he responds
to disruptive with an escalation in consequences, often describes his interactions with
students through an us versus them perspective (I call this a bunker mentality). He
justifies his transactional approach by suggesting it is his only option. He says in a voice
memo that “because students are trying to put the hooks in you sometimes, when you
have those interactions, and so trying to figure out how not to let that happen and how to
keep the interaction again just as detached and impersonal [is important]…” (voice
memo, Feb. 28, 2019). It is important to note, Cole and Bray both admit towards the end
of the school year that they have not established the type of relationships with students
that had hoped to cultivate. Through this admission, they implicitly acknowledge the
consequences of using a transactional approach.
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The social and emotional competencies highlighted in this theme are social
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. When employing this
approach, Cole and Bray do not attempt to take the perspective of their students. They
remain fixated on a specific goal and do not want to deviate from that path. Critical of
course to this approach, it is the way in which it showcases relationship skills. It involves
direct communication; however, it does not seek a relational, growth-oriented means to
resolve a conflict. The conflict, while often initiated by the student’s failure to meet
expectations, does not involve the teacher listening to the student or seeking a satisfactory
resolution. Finally, the decision-making involved in the interaction prioritizes the
teacher’s well-being and does not place much significance on the student’s emotional
well-being. In some situations, particularly as the student’s perspective is not known, a
student could be humiliated or offended.
Acknowledgment
Acknowledgement takes place within a teacher-student relationship when both the
teacher and the student feel like their perspectives, emotions, and values have been
validated. In situations of conflict, it is typical for there to be some type of confrontation
between the teacher and student(s). In these situations, the teacher usually establishes the
tone and approach as dictated by the traditional classroom power dynamic. Through
acknowledgement, the teacher moves to shift the power dynamic to facilitate an
atmosphere where the teacher and student can both voice their concerns. As the power
dynamic shifts, the teacher concerns are no longer valued more than the student’s
concerns. Creating such an atmosphere aligns with educational philosopher Nel
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Noddings’s (2005) ethics of care model. Caring about others “requires us to work toward
the establishment of conditions under which caring for can flourish” (p. 7). In this
atmosphere, both parties feel empowered to acknowledge their role in the conflict, while
still maintaining their integrity; therefore, a resolution can be reached where the
relationship can move forward. Bray and Natalie each exhibit acknowledgement as firstyear teachers.
Burdened and overwhelmed by emotions, Bray approaches Sofia, a female
student and uses an accusatory line of questioning to ask her about a binder on the floor.
Upset by his questions and tone, Sofia reacts angrily and eventually leaves the room.
Regretful of how he handled the situation, Bray reaches out to a school counselor in
effort to meet with Sofia. When they are finally able to meet, Bray begins the
conversation with an apology. He acknowledges he was too emotional and did not handle
the situation properly. Sofia also apologizes to Bray for her response. Critical to this
situation is that Bray started by admitting his role in the situation and took accountability
for his actions. He could have brushed the situation off and asserted his power as an
authority figure; however, he values his relationship with Sofia. In this approach, he
maintains his values and affirms Sofia’s dignity. He does not chastise her for expressing
negative emotions and in doing so recognizes and validates her concerns.
Early in the school year, Natalie confronts a student, Celeste, who is distracted by
her cell phone. After approaching her a few times with reminders to focus on her work
and not the cell phone, Celeste snaps at Natalie. Taken aback by the response, Natalie
gathers herself during class before talking to Celeste at the end of class. Natalie starts by
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apologizing for her approach, yet she also explains the rationale for her classroom policy.
She tells Celeste, “I'm really sorry. I know you were doing your work. I'm sorry. In the
future, you need to show me you're doing your work, so I can get off your back."
Through her comments, Natalie takes accountability for her role in the situation and
offers a way to go forward with their relationship. While Celeste does not offer much of a
response, their relationship improves after this encounter. Celeste is supportive of
Natalie’s during class, which indicates she felt her feelings and concerns were validated
during the conversation.
Through interactions that prioritize integrity and care, acknowledgement
facilitates the development of meaningful relationships between a teacher and her
students. This theme builds on emerging literature related to gratitude and its influence on
teacher-student relationships. Sociologist Georg Simmel (1996) calls gratitude the “moral
cohesion” of human relations and society. He speaks of gratitude as a “bridge” that
enables us to come closer to another (p. 45). Like gratitude, acknowledgement impels
teachers to move past self-interest, and allows them to be conscious of their
interconnectedness with students (Howells, 2014). Acknowledgement, however, differs
from gratitude through its attention to the affirmation of each person’s perspective and
feelings. Respect and validation are communicated in the interaction so that each person
gains affirmation even if there is not a resolution.
Acknowledgement emphasizes self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship
skills. First, a teacher must recognize how their behavior influences the situation. A
teacher must also take the perspective of the student and demonstrate an understanding of
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the students’ emotions and concerns. In caring for others, Noddings (2005) says we must
“monitor the effects of our actions and react anew to the responses of those we care for”
(p. 7). Finally, acknowledgement emphasizes conflict resolution. Through listening and
cooperating with the student, the goal is to discuss the situation in a way that validates
everyone’s perspective and emotions.
Classroom Atmosphere
Leaning into Uncertainty
Leaning into uncertainty stands in stark contrast to implementing scripted
curriculum, which has increasingly been embraced by public and charter schools (Fitz &
Nikolaidis, 2020). It moves a teacher towards teaching with authenticity through
responding to student cues. It challenges a teacher to resist the urge to control the
outcome and to be present and attentive to the moment and her students. Pema Chodron,
an author and Buddhist teacher, says that by accepting uncertainty “you can go forward
with curiosity and courage” (p. 39). By stepping into uncertainty, a teacher must hold the
capacity to adjust their thinking and emotions depending on the situation.
When a teacher leans into uncertainty, it is usually not premediated and often
occurs sporadically as it depends on the situation and the students. In this way, I
differentiate it from responsive teaching, which is grounded in a specific approach.
Maskiewicz and Winters (2012) describe responsive teaching as “listening and attending
to the sense students are making” rather than focusing primarily on how the students’
response align with curriculum prescribed skills or concepts (p. 436). A teacher may
anticipate moments of uncertainty, but these moments are usually difficult to predict.
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These are the moments when a teacher seizes upon a student’s cues to deepen a student’s
thinking by resisting the urge to control their behavior or to direct their thinking. As such,
these moments require a teacher to be socially and emotionally competent.
Leaning into ambiguity means a teacher must be adaptable. Adaptability has been
defined as an individual’s capacity to adjust their thinking, actions, and emotions in
response to change or uncertainty (Martin et al., 2012). Collie and Martin (2017) found
teachers who were more adaptable to experience greater well-being and organizational
commitment. This implies a teacher must have self-efficacy and the confidence in
conjunction with the capacity to be adaptable. It requires a teacher to be fully self-aware
as they may not be able to rely on pedagogical training. To illustrate this theme, I will
share examples from Natalie and Amaya.
In one lesson, I observed Natalie as she set up an activity called philosophical
chairs for her students. The activity is designed for the students to debate the best way to
assess high school students. The students spend the first part of the class period reviewing
their notes before they begin the debate. A few moments into the debate, Natalie senses
her students’ unease. A few students make comments, but they clearly do not feel
comfortable. The discussion is filled with long pauses and students nervously looking at
their notes. At this point, Natalie could have switched to a different activity, shut down
the activity, or even admonished the students for their perceived lack of effort. Instead,
she acknowledges the awkwardness and informally discusses with her students about the
purpose of the activity.
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Natalie did not plan this conversation, nor did she expect the students to initially
be uncomfortable with the activity. The lesson was well-planned; however, Natalie
adapts to the changing circumstances. Acknowledging that the students do not feel
comfortable, Natalie makes the decision to pause the activity. In doing so, she recognizes
the students’ social and emotional needs. She knows the students have never participated
in an activity like this, so she leans into their awkwardness and embraces it. Eventually,
Natalie and the students agree to start over. The reboot isn’t perfect, but the students are
noticeably more comfortable and engaged than they were during the first attempt.
In Amaya’s case, the situation does not possess the same spontaneity as Natalie’s
situation. Early in the school year, Amaya finds herself reticent to enter into a situation
replete with uncertainty. The first few months of her first year were predicated on trying
to plan out every aspect in her lessons. She fretted over the outcomes of her lessons.
However, over time she gains the confidence and self-efficacy to step into these
ambiguous spaces. Her first foray into this space is through a project on climate change.
She dedicates time to planning the lesson and sets up a lot of opportunities for the
students to choose how they will complete the project. The students may choose their
topic (as long as it pertains to climate change), and they may choose how to present it.
While this lesson has a lot of elements planned by Amaya, ultimately, she moves into a
space where the students’ choices will dictate the outcome.
The project turns out to be a success as Amaya resists the urge to reign in her
students. She comments in a voice memo, “So there’s like moments like that where
there’s a sense of gratification that I put so much work into this class, and I don’t know
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how it’s going” (voice memo, Nov. 18, 2018). The students create presentations, skits,
and even children’s books. These would not have been possible if Amaya had put
constraints on the project.
Leaning into certainty requires both self-awareness and social awareness. A
teacher must first trust herself to adapt and respond to what the moment presents. There
must be trust, respect, cooperation for and with the students as well, which requires
competence in social awareness. Often these circumstances coincide with student
autonomy. Finally, leaning into uncertainty requires a teacher to be self-aware through
being present and attentive. This can mean they fade into the background as students
immerse themselves into generating creative presentations or they seize the moment to
initiate a meaningful discussion.
Challenging the Traditional Classroom Power Dynamic
The traditional classroom power dynamic privileges the teacher’s knowledge over
the student’s knowledge. In a traditional setup, teachers disseminate knowledge and
eventually the students must regurgitate the information on some type of an assessment.
The Brazilian educator Paulo Freire argued against this “banking” form of education
where the student is viewed as an empty vessel into which the teacher deposits
knowledge. While I realize most classrooms do not strictly align themselves with this
setup, there is still the tacit understanding that the teacher is the expert in the room. This
power dynamic can, as a result, suppress the voices of students and create a hierarchy of
expertise. Natalie challenges this traditional classroom structure.
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More than once, Natalie subverts her authority to lift up the expertise of her
students. It is important to note these are conscious decisions. They are not cases where
the classroom has devolved into chaos and Natalie’s authority has been undermined. In
these situations, teachers like Natalie are exercising their agency to shift the classroom
dynamic. For example, during the introduction of a unit on gender, Natalie introduces
definitions for gender identity. She anticipates the definitions will upset a student in her
class who identifies as queer. As Natalie predicted, the student becomes agitated with the
lesson. Natalie does not try to suppress the student, rather she allows the student to share
her knowledge. After the initial unease dissipates, Natalie flips the power dynamic. As
she shares in a voice memo, Natalie directs the situation “into a moment where she [the
student] did take ownership and was educating others in the class” (voice memo, March
8, 2019). In a traditional classroom power dynamic, the student’s actions could have been
viewed as disrespectful or even an attempt to undermine Natalie’s authority. Natalie
chooses to embrace the student’s passion and expertise.
In another situation, Natalie introduces a novel, which uses the n-word. Teaching
in a racially diverse school, she tells me that she hears the word frequently in the hallway.
After providing background on different perspectives on the power of the n-word, Natalie
asks for her students’ input on how to address the word during the unit. She holds a blind
vote with three different options, each related to whether the students are comfortable (or
not comfortable) hearing the word and saying the word. Critical to her approach is
recognizing the different cultural perspectives and empowering her students to make a
decision. Natalie explains to me that it is “Offering different perspectives, and then
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letting students take agency and ownership of the classroom, and kind of decide for
themselves how are we going to approach it” (personal communication, Nov. 30, 2018).
She recognizes the power of her students’ experiences and validates their feelings
through her approach.
Shifting the classroom power structure takes into account students’ competence,
their voices, and how they access information. Freire (1970) saw this shift as an
opportunity to liberate students so that they could control their educational destiny.
Challenging the traditional power dynamic creates the potential for outcomes, which
reach far beyond the classroom. Kirk and his colleagues (2016) looked at student
empowerment by studying nearly 400 high school students in the United States. Drawing
from the study’s findings, they concluded that an “emphasis on student empowerment
would shift the focus from the standardized to the personal, from a narrow view of
academic success to a student-centered view that promotes holistic well-being and has far
reaching implications for individual, familial, and societal improvement” (p. 593). Such a
shift requires more than a teacher’s desire and commitment to creating this type of
classroom climate.
Challenging the classroom power structure emphasizes the social and emotional
competencies of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and responsible
decision-making. Through shifting the power dynamic, a teacher must first demonstrate
self-awareness and self-management by controlling their impulses. A natural and
immediate reaction would be defensiveness as this could be conceived as a threat (or an
attempt to undermine) a teacher’s role as an authority figure. A teacher, as demonstrated
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through Natalie, must feel confident in her role and ability to regulate their emotions as
students assume a “teaching” role. Through competent social awareness, a teacher must
show respect and be able to take the student’s perspective and validate their contribution
to the class. For example, Natalie recognizes her student’s passion and knowledge about
gender identity. Finally, a teacher needs to evaluate the situation and consider the
classroom environment as to how the shift in power will impact the students’ well-being
and instruction quality as well as the teacher’s well-being.
Decision-making
Experiential Avoidance
Experiential avoidance is a tendency to avoid or control uncomfortable internal
experiences, such as difficult thoughts, feelings, memories, or physical sensations (Hayes
et al., 2012). I categorize experiential avoidance under decision-making even though on
the surface it appears to be a non-decision; however, a decision is made to avoid or at
least reduce engagement. Experiential avoidance is a form of retreat even from situations
where a person has previously experienced joy or success. It speaks to the teacher’s
capacity to engage in these situations, which has been altered usually by stress. Hinds and
her colleagues (2015) explain that when a person is experientially avoidant, their actions
are directed by their psychological reactions (e.g., self-evaluative thoughts) and related
behaviors aimed at avoiding the experience of undesirable internal events, instead of by
their value-based goals. I notice two of my participants, Amaya and Cole, indicate they
experience a period of emotional exhaustion where they avoid engaging in certain
situations.
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For Amaya, in October she becomes overwhelmed by the amount of decisions she
has to make every day. She eventually says she is starting to feel burned out. She cites
anxiety caused by worrying about the potential outcomes of her decisions. She comments
in a voice memo, “But I think collectively I’ve realized the decision-making does make
me kind of anxious. I think it kind of stems from a fear of failure. And so, this fear of
making the wrong decision” (voice memo, Oct. 21, 2019). While she does not completely
avoid every decision, there are examples where she does not make decisions. At one
point in class she waits for students who are being disruptive to quiet down. She does not
possess the capacity to confront their behavior. During this period of emotional
exhaustion, making decisions becomes uncomfortable.
Cole does not specifically state he is burned out, but his voice memos in March
and April communicate frustration, agitation, and exhaustion. He describes in a memo he
recorded in April: “I have this underlying frustration, and I'm not wanting to go to work.
And I don't want to teach the kids sometimes” (voice memo, April 21, 2019). Cole’s
experiential avoidance manifests itself through increased disengagement from his
students. His patience frays and he does not have the capacity to empathize with his
students. He acknowledges he shuts down interactions with his students.
So even knowing that one thing, where I'm seeing kids struggle with lives that are
harder than mine have ever been, my empathy is also very low, and I get much
shorter than it was at the beginning of the year. And I am much more in a place to
snap at students. (voice memo, April 21, 2019)
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This unwillingness to interact with students in a meaningful way stands in contrast to
Cole at the beginning of the year. He was more emotionally invested in their well-being,
but as he later cannot manage his stress, he loses the emotional capacity to care for his
students.
Experiential avoidance highlights self-management, social awareness, and
responsible decision-making. As indicated by the examples, teachers avoid certain
experiences when they are unable to manage stress in their lives. Through avoidance,
they distance themselves because they lack the capacity to be present in the situation.
Their ability to take others’ perspective or to show compassion decreases and they are
less inclined to engage in these experiences.
Consciously Taking Risks
The first year of teaching, as described by one of my participants, can be a roller
coaster of ups and downs. Perhaps because of this persistent state of inconstancy, I have
always assumed veteran teachers tend to be more willing to take risks in their
instructional practice. The logic is that as teachers gain experience, they feel more
emboldened to experiment. Through my study, however, I noticed situations where my
participants made conscious instructional decisions where they were vulnerable to loss. In
doing so, they intentionally pushed themselves into situations where they did not know
the outcome of these decisions. This fits with Trimpop’s (1994) definition of risk-taking:
“Risk-taking is any consciously, or non-consciously controlled behavior with a perceived
uncertainty about its outcome, [its] possible benefits or costs for the physical, economic
or psycho-social well-being of oneself or others” (p. 9). The vulnerability piece aligns
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with Le Fevre’s (2014) description of risk as an action or event where a person perceives
there is a potential for the loss of something of value.
To take these risks, a teacher must be vulnerable. Brené Brown (2012), author and
research professor at the University of Houston, says, “Vulnerability sounds like truth
and feels like courage. Truth and courage aren’t always comfortable, but they’re never
weakness” (p. 37). Like Brown, I associate this vulnerability with courage. When
teachers partake in risk, they consciously let down their guard, which opens them up to
being emotionally harmed. Such a decision also opens a teacher to joy and intrigue as
they empower their students. As Le Fevre says about risk, “Consequences of risk taking
are not neutral, but have positive or negative outcomes in which people have a stake.
Outcomes may be favorable or not, but there is no certainty over them” (p. 57). Perhaps
the greatest barrier to taking risks is the uncertainty and loss of control.
Natalie chooses to replace the book recommended by her school district with The
Hate U Give by Angie Thomas. She selects the novel after collaborating with her
students and reflecting on how she wants to teach her students. She knows the content of
the book will touch as some controversial topics, which could lead to some tense
moments during the unit; however, she pushes forward because teaching the book aligns
with her values.
I've grown up, and I'm the opposite of confrontational. I think there's
confrontation, and I turn around and run away. That's not the kind of teacher I
want to be, so I think that I have to be able to cover topics that I might be
personally uncomfortable with. (personal communication, June 3, 2019)
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She believes the book will generate important discussions, yet she understands it may
also engender an emotional response for her students. In their book discussions, the
students often direct their frustration and anger at her. She tells me she had anticipated
some type of emotional response: “I think I did, but that doesn't mean I was ready for it”
(personal communication, June 3, 2019). Natalie, through teaching this novel,
demonstrates vulnerability and an ability to manage her emotions. She demonstrates both
self-assuredness and the willingness to allow her students’ voices to be heard.
Amaya also takes a risk in her instructional practice. Towards the end of the year,
she decides to conduct a short unit on frog dissection. She admits to me, “That was
definitely something out of my comfort zone. I think I was really nervous about the kids”
(personal communication, June 6, 2019). She acknowledges this risk involves letting go
of control. She wonders if the students will behave or if they will “make poor choices and
[be] chopping things up and throwing them across the room” (personal communication,
June 6, 2019). The students respond well and Amaya lights up as she talks about their
engagement, collaboration, and critical thinking.
Finally, Bray’s conscious decision to take a risk reflects how self-awareness is
critical to facilitating agentic action. Bray demonstrates the importance of a participant’s
SEC and imagination to exercise agency. He sets up a letter writing project for his
students, which stems from his belief in teaching his students the importance of
advocacy. Aware that he does not possess the classroom skill and capacity to successfully
monitor the project, he asks for teachers to help during project time. Teachers help
answer student questions and proofread the letters. Bray describes the project as “wildly
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successful” and also receives positive feedback from his students. Reflecting on the
project, he says, “I'm just really happy that these kids had the opportunity to take a stand
on an issue, to get informed about something, and to express their voice, and make
themselves heard, and engage in our democracy as active citizens” (voice memo, Jan. 24,
2019). It is not typical for Bray to ask for other teachers support in the lesson, yet through
his imagination he sees a way to overcome potential obstacles that could undermine the
project.
Taking instructional risks requires support from social and emotional competence.
Teachers must feel confident in themselves and effectively manage their emotions as they
embrace uncertainty. For example, Natalie anticipates the emotional outpouring, but she
still must adeptly handle her emotions in the moment. Taking instructional risks also
relies on social awareness as they respect the decisions and take into account their
perspectives before and during the lesson. Finally, to take a risk requires a bold decision
where a teacher must account for her well-being and the wellness of her students.
Implications
First and foremost, I hope my study demonstrates the uniqueness of each firstyear teacher’s experience in the classroom. The study seeks to humanize first-year
teachers. By humanizing teachers, I also highlight the importance of their well-being.
There is an expectation that when entering any profession – including teaching – there
will be challenges, yet it should not be the expectation that novice teachers must also be
willing to comprise their well-being. Too often, clichés like “survival” and “sink or
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swim” are used to describe a teacher’s first year. These phrases cast a monolithic lens on
the first year and diminish the uniqueness of what each new teacher experiences.
My study brings to light the complex nature of teaching. Because teaching is so
complex, it presents an immense challenge to neophytes; therefore, feedback is vital to
expediting the learning curve of both prospective teachers in a teacher education program
and early career teachers. Most feedback, however, is based on a rubric, which prioritizes
the technical components of teaching (I speak from experience as a university supervisor
of student teachers). These rubrics unfortunately often only address the symptom and not
the root of the problem. I contend that a lack of social and emotional competence
frequently lies at the root of technical incompetence. For example, Bray’s classroom
management issues can be traced back to his inability to regulate his emotions. An
instructional coach who provides with Bray with classroom management strategies may
provide him with temporary relief; however, unless Bray develops competence in selfmanagement, he will not achieve sustained effectiveness. In this way, addressing a new
teacher’s deficiencies with only technical advice acts much like plugging a hole in a dam
in an effort to stop rushing water. Over time, the water will find other cracks in the dam
to exploit.
Future Research
Teaching is a complex, challenging, and multidimensional profession. First-year
teachers, unlike any other profession, start with the same responsibilities as their
experienced colleagues. With such an arrangement, it is not surprising that most new
teacher experience self-doubt and disillusionment as neophytes in the profession. I
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remember being advised by my veteran colleagues during my first year of teaching: “Just
wait. Next year will be so much easier.” Current statistics tell us that many teachers new
to the profession won’t make it to their next year.
A key area illuminated through my study, which deserves further exploration is
expanding the terms we use to describe a teacher’s first year. First, surviving needs a
specific definition and there needs to be alternatives to this word. Is surviving indicative
of a teacher who is struggling? Resilient? A teacher who is exhausted? Burned out? As it
stands, surviving seems to only adequately answer each of these questions. I suggest that
a continuum be introduced. This continuum could include surviving, but it could also
include terms such as thriving and conceding. In broadening our terminology, we can
more accurately characterize a teacher’s experience and know when and how to best
support a first-year teacher.
Another avenue for future research applies specifically to social and emotional
competencies. The five social and emotional competencies developed by CASEL have
been presented thus far in an integrated framework. This framework presents them as
interrelated, yet also nonhierarchical. In such a format, they are related to each other, but
not dependent on each other. My study suggests there may be a hierarchical relationship
between the social and emotional competencies. I specifically found the four other social
and emotional competencies to be dependent on self-awareness. For example, responsible
decision-making requires an awareness of one’s emotions as well as self-efficacy. A
study specifically addressing this topic can use an area of instructional practice such as
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classroom management or teacher-student relationships to investigate the relationships
between the social and emotional competencies.
Also, as noted in the literature review, the different facets of social and emotional
competence emerge in numerous studies related to teaching. However, what has not been
addressed is the concept of Social and Emotional Teaching. When SEC is discussed in
relation to teaching, it is often framed as to how teachers communicate and educate their
students on social and emotional skills. My study reveals a need to conceptualize Social
and Emotional Teaching as to what it looks like and how teachers learn the strategies and
skills to embrace this type of teaching.
Finally, there is a need for a longitudinal and larger study of teachers, which could
yield a deeper understanding of teacher’s SEC as well as the themes shared through this
study. A study beginning with teachers’ preservice training and extending into their first
few years of teaching would add to this emerging field of research. This broader scope
could potentially reveal solutions to better promote teacher well-being through teacher
education programs and induction programs.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Social and Emotional Competencies
Social and Emotional Competencies
Competency
Self-awareness

Definition
Evidence of Competency
The ability to accurately recognize
• identifying emotions
one’s emotions and thoughts and their
• accurate self-perception
influence on behavior. This includes
• self-confidence
accurately assessing one’s strengths
• self-efficacy
and limitations and possessing a well• optimism
grounded sense of confidence and
optimism.
Self-management The ability to regulate one’s emotions,
• goal-setting
thoughts, and behaviors effectively in
• self-motivation
different situations. This includes
• adaptability
managing stress, controlling impulses,
• stress management
motivating oneself, and setting and
• self-regulation
working toward achieving personal
and academic goals.
Social awareness The ability to take the perspective of
• knowledge of social
and empathize with others from
norms
diverse backgrounds and cultures, to
• empathy
understand social and ethical norms
• perspective-taking
for behavior, and to recognize family,
• culturally sensitive
school, and community resources and
supports.
• compassion
• respect for others
Relationship
skills

The ability to establish and maintain
healthy and rewarding relationships
with diverse individuals and groups.
The ability to communicate clearly,
listen well, cooperate with others,
resist inappropriate social pressure,
negotiate conflict constructively, and
seek and offer help when needed.

323

•
•
•
•
•

communication
conflict resolution
cooperating with others
listening to others
social engagement

Responsible
The ability to make constructive and
decision-making respectful choices about personal
behavior and social interactions based
on consideration of ethical standards,
safety concerns, social norms, the
realistic evaluation of consequences of
various actions, and the well-being of
self and others.

•
•
•
•
•

identifying problems
problem solving
strategies
consideration of self and
students well-being
preventative classroom
management strategies
evaluating and analyzing
situations

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL). (2012). CASEL Guide:
Effective social and emotional learning programs: Pre-school and elementary school
edition. Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning.
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Appendix B: Voice Memo Protocol
Voice Memo Protocol
Overview:
The intent is to capture your thoughts and feeling about specific teaching experiences
as a close to real time as possible. This of course does not mean that you should drop
everything in the middle of teaching to record a memo. The voice memos should not
be scripted, rather than the intent is to capture your unfiltered, authentic thoughts and
feelings. Keep in mind that the voice memos should not be a critique or review of your
teaching effectiveness. By doing a weekly voice memo, you will chronicle your teaching
journey through the lens of social and emotional well-being. There will be weeks where
I send an optional prompt, which will be more specific than the prompts below.
Suggested topics for the voice memos
• teaching moments or experiences that trigger an emotional response or
investment (these need not be life-altering events)
• challenges, joys, frustrations, and moments of excitement experienced
during teaching
• internal conflict, authenticity, teacher identity
• how your demeanor, sense of self, and well-being influence decisions,
interactions, and the classroom environment
Guidelines:
1) Record a weekly voice memo (feel free to record more than one per week).
2) Each memo should be approximately 1 to 3 minutes (no need to worry if it is
less than a minute or more than three minutes)
3) Send each voice memo to me as soon as possible (it is easy, see below) after
recording it. This is important for the study.
4) Send voice memos each week by Thursday at 6 pm. Feel free to email me
if you need more time.
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Voice Memo App
Download on your phone Voice Recorder & Audio Editor (it is free)

Recording a Voice Memo
1) Press Microphone at the bottom
2) Press Record in the bottom left corner
3) Press Stop when you have finished your voice memo
4) Name and save file. Use your initials and week # or date the file name
(file example DR_WK1 or DR_8_20_18)
Sending File
1) Press the Voice Memo File
2) Press the upper right – Send File symbol.
3) Press Share
4) Press Share Audio (mp3)
5) Choose Email – send to dan.riordanjr@du.edu
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Appendix C: Optional Voice Memo Prompts
Optional Voice Memo Prompts
Prompt
What have you learned about yourself during your first month of teaching?

Date Sent
Sept. 12,
2018
Think of the in-the-moment decisions you make while you are teaching. The Oct. 3,
decisions that are not planned ahead of time. I have read that teachers make
2018
up to 1500 decisions a day. Wow!
The decision(s) could be from this week or any time this year. Try to provide
1 or 2 examples of decisions and talk about how you handle the decisions
and what goes into your decision-making process. How do you feel about
these decisions while you make them? After making them?
What part of your self do bring into the classroom each day (values,
characteristics, interests, e.g.) and what part of your self do you consciously
keep out?

Dec. 7,
2018

In what ways have you become more comfortable as a teacher or in your
teaching style? How was your comfort level influenced (if it has) your
approach to the unexpected aspects of teaching (i.e., schedule changes,
student behavior issues, etc.)?

Jan. 27,
2019

Reflect on the first half of your first year of teaching. Looking back, do you
think you were successful? What criteria or goals did you use to determine
whether you view it/yourself as successful? School measures? Your own
measures or goals? A combination?

Feb. 6,
2019

Think about being present as you are teaching. Teachers have a million
things going on, yet they are tasked with focusing on the moment. What
challenges make it difficult for you to stay present while teaching or
interacting with a student? What methods or strategies help you stay
present?

Feb. 28,
2019

The first year of teaching is often described as challenging and even
overwhelming. What (if anything) has been challenging for you this year?
When (if it all) do you or have you felt overwhelmed this year?

April 11,
2019

To what degree do you feel you have autonomy in your role as a teacher?
Does the autonomy you have allow you to meet the needs of your students?
Do you wish you had more autonomy? Less autonomy?

April 25,
2019
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I am curious about the physical space in your classroom. What influenced
how you arranged the students' desks/tables? Your space? Have you made
any changes during the year? If so, why?
What type of support, either formally or informally, have you received in
regards to your well-being as a teacher this year? Do you feel as if you have
been supported throughout the entire year?
Describe what it was like to record your reflections on teaching this year
through voice memos. What purpose (other than for the study) did the voice
memos serve for you? A form of processing experiences? Navigating
challenges? Making sense of what you experienced?
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May 2,
2019
May 16,
2019
May 27,
2019

Appendix D: Initial Interview Protocol
Initial Interview Protocol
Interview Question(s)
Research Question(s)
Rationale
Tell me about your experience Indirectly relates to all of the Broad question to build
as a student (in grades K-12). questions.
rapport, identify past
What kind of student were
experiences, potential
you? Do you think your
sources of tension
learning experiences in K-12
influence how you beliefs
about education in general
(and teaching)?
When I say the word
Adds insight into to how their Question continues to
“teacher” who is the first that social and emotional
build rapport, shows
comes to mind? Why do you competencies may
whether participant has
think this person comes to
operationalize
“ideal” version of
mind?
teacher, perception of
role of teacher
Tell me about any experience How do the social and
Builds rapport, begins to
you have had related to
emotional competencies of unpack to social and
working with kids/students. first-year teachers
emotional competencies,
operationalize in the
relationships with
classroom through
students, role of teacher
instructional practices?
Tell me about your student
All questions
Add insights into social
teaching experience. How will
and emotional
it influence your teaching?
competencies; adds
What did you find challenged
insight into tension as
you during this time?
well as use of agency
What do you picture when
How do the social and
Continues to unpack
you think of good teaching? emotional competencies of social and emotional
Prompt: What traits are
first-year teachers
competencies, perception
evident in a good teacher?
operationalize in the
of role of teacher, belief
classroom through
in perceived agency,
instructional practices?
potential sources of
conflicts
How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers influence
their perceived agency within
their instruction instructional
practice?
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Show Moir’s first-year
phases. Then provide a blank
form. Draw what you
anticipate your development
to be during your first year of
teaching. Follow up with
questions about “dips” in the
line.

How do the social and
Solicits information
emotional competencies of about expected tension
first-year teachers influence and moments of a lack of
how they navigate the
agency to makes changes
tensions they experience
and develop
during the process of learning
to teach?

How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers influence
their perceived agency within
their instruction instructional
practice?
I mentioned this in my email How do the social and
Looks at perspectiveto you. Now that you have had emotional competencies of taking, social awareness,
some time to think about it, first-year teachers influence goal-setting, relationship
what would be a metaphor
how they navigate the
skills, potential sources
that best describes how you tensions they experience
of tension
view teaching?
during the process of learning
to teach?
How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
operationalize in the
classroom through
instructional practices?
What trigger negative
How do the social and
emotions (e.g. frustration,
emotional competencies of
anger, irritation, etc.) when first-year teachers
you are teaching? How do the operationalize in the
emotions show themselves? classroom through
instructional practices?
What type of relationship do How do the social and
you hope to develop with your emotional competencies of
students? How did you intend first-year teachers
to cultivate this type of
operationalize in the
relationship?
classroom through
instructional practices?
Have you set any goals that How do the social and
you want to achieve in your emotional competencies of
first year as a teacher?
first-year teachers influence
Explain.
how they navigate the
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Looks at self-awareness,
self-management, and
social awareness

Looks at social
awareness, relationship
skills, and responsible
decision-making
Looks at self-awareness,
self-management, and
agency, possible tensions

What excites you most
teaching this year?

What concerns/worries you
the most about teaching this
year?

tensions they experience
during the process of learning
to teach?
How do the social and
Seeks to elicit
emotional competencies of information about
first-year teachers influence expectations and tension
how they navigate the
when these expectations
tensions they experience
are not met
during the process of learning
to teach?
How do the social and
Seeks to elicit
emotional competencies of information about
first-year teachers influence possible areas of tension
how they navigate the
tensions they experience
during the process of learning
to teach?
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Appendix E: Final Interview Protocol
Final Interview Protocol
Interview Question(s)
Tell me about your experience
in learning to teach this year.
What was challenging? What
was rewarding?

Research Question(s)
How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
influence how they
navigate the tensions they
experience during the
process of learning to
teach?

How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
operationalize in the
classroom through
instructional practices?
How do the social and
Show the participant Moir’s
first-year teachers’ phases. This emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
is based on a study of firstinfluence how they
year’s attitudes. It shows
navigate the tensions they
different phases of
development. Provide a blank experience during the
process of learning to
form. Draw a line that
teach?
represents your attitude towards
teaching this year. Feel free to
leave the vertical axis blank or
to create your own measure.
How do the social and
What emotions did you
experience the most this year
during your teaching
experience?

•

•

If you had key
experiences, please
mark them on the line
with an X.
If you marked an X or
more than X,
write/type what made
it important?

emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
influence their perceived
agency within their
instructional practice?
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Rationale
Broad question to start to
establish where tension may
have appeared

Question aims to
investigate participant’s
view of whether emotions
should be involved in
teaching (in what way)
Looks at motivation, selfconfidence, perceived
agency, goal-setting,
sources of tension

How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
influence their perceived
agency within the context
of their field placement?
What resources did you seek to How do the social and
deal with this tension(s) or did emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
you deal with it personally?
influence how they
(external or internal)
navigate the tensions they
experience during the
process of learning to
teach?
Tell me when or in what
situations you felt the most
tension as a teacher. How did
the tension influence your
development as a teacher?

How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
influence their perceived
agency within their
instructional practice?
Tell me about your relationships How do the social and
with your students. Colleagues? emotional competencies of
How did each of them influence first-year teachers
your development as a teacher? influence their perceived
agency within their
instructional practice?
Based on the goals you set for How do the social and
emotional competencies of
yourself, was it a successful
year of teaching. Tell me about first-year teachers
why you feel it was successful operationalize in the
classroom through
or not successful.
instructional practices?
How do the social and
emotional competencies of
first-year teachers
influence their perceived
agency within their
instructional practice?
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Hones in on agency, desire
for autonomy, potential
sources of tension

Looking at navigating
tension, perceived agency,
cooperating with others,
social awareness, self awareness

Looking at perceived
agency, relationship skills,
social awareness,
responsible decisionmaking
Looking at optimism, selfawareness, selfmanagement, tension

